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Preface to ”Widening International Entrepreneurship

Research”

International Entrepreneurship (IE) has become a topic that has attracted the attention of many

scholars from fields and disciplines that have an interest in understanding the factors that drive

firms’ early internationalization and growth. The IE field has become more prominent since the

seminal paper by Oviatt and McDougall (1994), entitled “Toward a Theory of International New

Ventures”. Consistent with the early phases of research on any new phenomena, most IE research has

been exploratory and descriptive, with little emphasis on developing theory. However, over the last

two decades, research has employed more robust theoretical frameworks, and the field has become

firmly established. In consequence, several factors have been identified as having a high explanatory

power at different levels (Servantie et al. 2016). For example, the speed of internationalization

has been associated with the possession of proprietary products, knowledge-intensive products,

high-technology products, high-value products, and high-quality products (Gabrielsson et al. 2008).

Researchers have also agreed that key orientations and capabilities associated with the speed of

internationalization include learning orientation, entrepreneurial orientation, market orientation,

commitment to IB, a general global orientation, and relational and dynamic capabilities (Knight and

Liesch 2016). Additionally, social networks, collaborative agreements, and social capital have been

seen as playing instrumental roles (Fernhaber and Li 2013); research has also identified different

relationships among these factors (Jones et al. 2011; Schwens et al. 2017; Etemad 2017).

From past research it seems clear that further efforts are still necessary to obtain a better

understanding of the phenomenon under study, and some unresolved questions have emerged.

However, to move forward, we acknowledge that future IE research needs to not only capitalize

on the existing body of knowledge and literature but also find new ways to further enrich its

knowledge (Etemad 2017). One of these ways is to explain how human resources management

can contribute to the strategy of early internationalization. Human resources are critical for

entrepreneurial firms’ survival and growth (Aldrich and Langton 1997; Heneman and Tansky 2002;

Katz, Aldrich, Welbourne and Williams 2000) because these firms face specific challenges in managing

their human resources when compared to established firms. Only recently has research focusing

on human-related issues started to emerge, with papers looking into subjects such as investment in

human resources practices in international new ventures located in emerging economies (Khavul

et al. 2009), talent management applied by international mature ventures (Festing et al. 2013),

or recruitment and training practices (Glaister et al. 2014). Of late, the literature has witnessed

a growing interest in promoting entrepreneurial behaviours in the organization, considering that

innovative employee behaviour relates to firm growth and strategic renewal (Veenker et al. 2008;

Guerrero and Peña-Legazkue 2013; Blanka 2018). Additionally, investigations have found support

for a linkage between human resources practices and the employee’s entrepreneurial behaviour

(e.g. Kirby 2006; Menzel et al. 2007; Rigtering and Weitzel 2013; Liu et al. 2019). The paper

“Unveiling International New Ventures’ Success: Employee’s Entrepreneurial Behavior” contributes

to this research line by indicating which of those practices encourage employee entrepreneurial

behaviour in the context of new ventures’ early internationalization. It focuses on the role of the

employee’s entrepreneurial behaviour as a neglected factor in models explaining international new

ventures’ early internationalization and success. What makes this paper especially interesting is the

combination of the entrepreneur’s and the employee’s visions about the implementation of human
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resources practices.

Most literature contributions have offered insight into international entrepreneurship using

methodologies for one particular country (Chetty and Campbell-Hunt 2004; Jantunen, Nummela,

Puumalainen and Saarenketo 2008; Knight and Cavusgil 2004; Kuivalainen, Sundqvist and Servais

2007; Lopez, Kundu and Ciravegna 2009; Zucchella, Palamara, and Denicolai 2007). Few attempts

have been made to compare different experiences in several countries, and they have mainly been of

a qualitative nature (Gabrielsson, Kirpalani, Dimitratos, Solberg, and Zucchella 2008). Consequently,

cross-country, quantitative survey research in this field is still scant (Johnson 2004; Loane, Bell and

McNaughton 2007). The paper “Cross-Country Differences in Entrepreneurial Internationalization

Tendencies: Evidence from Germany and Pakistan” investigates the combination of two concepts as

indicators for entrepreneurial internationalization tendencies in different contexts: entrepreneurial

orientation and global mindset. Being a cross-country study, the findings enable comparison and

replication and lessen the risk of nation-specific results that are not generalizable to other contexts.

A third way in which this Special Issue enriches international entrepreneurial knowledge is

through the research on entrepreneurship education, which results in interesting challenges for

educational institutions and supporting organizations. The significant amount of research suggests

a great interest in this research area (Fernández-Portillo 2018). Nevertheless, despite the large

number of articles written from several perspectives, there is no universal agreement as to the

important themes that define international entrepreneurship education in practice. Nabi et al.’s

(2017) analysis found that research on entrepreneurship education tends to under-describe the actual

pedagogies currently being implemented. The article “A Community of Practice Approach to

Teaching International Entrepreneurship” addresses this gap by evaluating an experiential teaching

innovation in the area of IE, the Global Board Game Project (GBGP). The authors use the partially

grounded approach to assess this teaching innovation, designed as a Community of Practice (CoP),

through analysis of students’ self-perception of their abilities related to defining, recognizing,

and evaluating international business opportunities; designing and validating a business model

based on such opportunities; and creating a plan for pursuing these opportunities.

Additionally, other relevant topics in economic development strategy, such as entrepreneurial

skills, have also been unattended in the literature on international entrepreneurship education.

Considering that an individuals’ belief in their own ability to start a business plays an important role

in their decision to actually set one up (Orford et al. 2004), analysing the effects of entrepreneurial

education on entrepreneurial skills becomes a cornerstone in international entrepreneurship research.

Two articles in this Special Issue deal with the development of entrepreneurial skills through

education. “Expanding Australian Indigenous Entrepreneurship Education Ecosystems” explores the

conceptualization of a framework of Australian Indigenous entrepreneurship education ecosystems.

The research fills a gap in the literature on mainstream entrepreneurship and ecosystem integration,

which has been scarcely developed within the context of indigenous entrepreneurship (Roundy

2017; Foley 2017). The other article, “Entrepreneurship Skills Development in Higher Education

Courses for Teams Leaders”, sheds some light on the entrepreneurial leadership skills that need to be

developed/learned in higher education courses.

Finally, the role of new technologies, such as digitalization, and its relation to strategic

orientation and firm capabilities in the process of discovering and exploiting entrepreneurial

opportunities in an international context is becoming a growing point of interest among researchers.

Although strategic orientation is the principle that guides and influences enterprise activities and
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produces behaviours that ensure enterprise survival and performance (Gatignon and Xuereb 1997),

entrepreneurship studies rarely examine how strategic orientation affects the performance of new

ventures. Similarly, although previous scholarly research has identified marketing capabilities (e.g.,

Kotabe, Srinivasan, and Aulakh 2002) as important factors of a firm’s performance (e.g., Krasnikov

and Jayachandran 2008), there is still no clear consensus on the matter. Moreover, the role that

digital technology plays in entrepreneurship is an important, yet understudied, question. The article

“Firm Performance among Internationalized SMEs: The Interplay of Market Orientation, Marketing

Capability and Digitalization” analyses the effects of market orientation and marketing capability

on firm performance with internationalized firms, bringing new knowledge about the effect of

digitalization on firm performance in international markets.
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Abstract: With a dearth of research on international entrepreneurship pedagogy, there is a gap
in knowledge on the effectiveness of educational programs, courses, and teaching methods in
stimulating and promoting international entrepreneurship practice. To address the gap, this study
evaluates an experiential teaching innovation in the area of international entrepreneurship, the Global
Board Game project. Designed as a Community of Practice (CoP), the project provides students
the opportunity to participate in the construction of their knowledge through interactions with
their counterparts in other countries. A qualitative analysis of student essays indicates that the
Global Board Game project is effective in helping students achieve learning outcomes, which
include defining, recognizing, and evaluating international business opportunities; designing and
validating a business model based on such opportunities; and creating a plan for pursuing these
opportunities. Additionally, it indicates that participation in the project enhanced students’ attitudes
toward entrepreneurship as a career path.

Keywords: international entrepreneurship education; Global Board Game project; entrepreneurial
intention; active learning; Community of Practice; international student teams

1. Introduction

Research in international entrepreneurship (IE) has grown considerably during the last decade,
primarily investigating the antecedents and outcomes of early internationalization (Jones et al. 2011;
Keupp and Gassmann 2009; Zahra and George 2002). Interestingly, little research has been devoted
to IE pedagogy, leaving a significant gap in knowledge related to the link between the courses and
teaching methods on educational programs, and IE practice. This article aims to address this gap
by evaluating an experiential teaching innovation in the area of IE—the Global Board Game Project
(GBGP). Specifically, given the dearth of theory regarding IE pedagogy, we use the partially grounded
approach to assess this teaching innovation, designed as a Community of Practice (CoP), through
analysis of students’ self-perception of their abilities related to defining, recognizing, and evaluating
international business opportunities; designing and validating a business model based on such
opportunities; and creating a plan for pursuing these opportunities. Our study also provides some
evidence that, by promoting learning through practice, the CoP-based teaching method has impacted
upon students’ emotions, self-efficacy, and self-perceptions of their entrepreneurial intentions.

Adm. Sci. 2018, 8, 56; doi:10.3390/admsci8040056 www.mdpi.com/journal/admsci1
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As we describe in greater detail in the next section, the design of the GBGP was rooted in IE
literature. The GBGP involves semi-structured online collaboration between undergraduate student
teams from three different countries to ideate, develop, and market a product (a board game) to another
country. The emphasis is on communication within and between teams to learn, experiment, and test
assumptions towards creating a tangible board game prototype and developing a viable market entry
plan. The IE literature informed the intended outcomes of the teaching method in terms of specific
knowledge domain, students’ attitudes, and mode of instruction. We therefore followed the social
constructivist theory of learning (Bandura and Walters 1977), which suggests effective student learning
requires opportunities for them to develop an active role in the construction of their knowledge
through interactions with others (Bae et al. 2014; Nabi et al. 2017). This perspective is in contrast with
previous thinking, in which knowledge was thought to be learned in a classroom and then seamlessly
transferred to a real-life setting. To this end, the GBGP was designed to allow students to experiment
(and learn) in the process of ideating and creating a real product (a board game) with the aim of selling
it in a foreign market. Involving students from three different universities in three countries, the GBGP
was designed around a CoP, which can be defined as a collaborative approach to learning, and through
practice, facilitating both knowledge sharing and creation within a specific domain. By adopting the
CoP approach, we sought to respond to calls from the literature (Fayolle 2013; Wiklund et al. 2011)
that entrepreneurial education research and practice should be more theory-driven. By examining the
impact of the CoP-based teaching innovation on IE-related learning outcomes and on entrepreneurial
intention, as well as discussing the challenges of the process, we seek to, at least partially, address this
gap in the IE literature.

We offer evidence showing students found the CoP format adopted in the GBGP effective by
providing them with the specific skills applicable in the area of international venturing. Furthermore,
our findings suggest that a number of participating students attributed their greater desire to become an
entrepreneur to participating in the GBGP. This contributes to both the IE literature and the literature
on CoP (Zhang and Watts 2008), which has suggested that CoPs can be used effectively to foster
learning in an online environment.

The paper is structured as follows. First, we review the relevant literature on IE that informed the
design of the GBGP. Second, we discuss the rationale for utilizing the CoP framework as an approach
to promote entrepreneurial learning in an international context. This is followed by a brief description
of the design and implementation of the GBGP and the method used to evaluate its efficacy as an IE
teaching innovation. We conclude by presenting findings of the analysis and discuss their implications
for international entrepreneurial learning.

2. International Entrepreneurship in Higher Education

In reviewing the literature relevant to the IE pedagogy that informed the design of the GBGP,
we identified three core elements for designing a teaching tool that would be relevant and effective
for students of IE. These include the content domain, student attitudinal outcomes, and the mode
of delivery.

Content Domain. The meaning of the term “international entrepreneurship” has evolved over
the past few decades and the research on the topic has grown substantially, primarily focusing
on international new ventures (INVs) and “born globals” (Andersson 2011; Jones et al. 2011;
Schwens et al. 2018). In their seminal article, Oviatt and Phillips McDougall (1994) defined an INV as
“a business organization that, from inception, seeks to derive significant competitive advantage from
the use of resources from and the sale of outputs to multiple countries” (p. 49). Using this definition,
the subsequent IE literature has investigated the antecedents of new ventures’ early internationalization.
In light of criticism that this IE definition excludes corporate entrepreneurship in international markets
(Zahra and George 2002), McDougall and Oviatt (2000) later proposed a new definition in which
IE was conceptualized as innovative, proactive, and risk-seeking behavior (Covin and Slevin 1989)
that crosses national boundaries. In addition, it was suggested that a critical element of IE is the
development of an entrepreneurial orientation and value creation. Incorporating more elements from
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the core entrepreneurship field, the subsequent IE literature continued to focus more on the concept of
entrepreneurial opportunities as the main defining element of IE. Specifically, IE scholars pointed to
Shane and Venkataraman’s (2000) definition of the study of entrepreneurship as “the examination of
how, by whom, and with what effects opportunities to create future goods and services are discovered,
evaluated, and exploited”. Accordingly, Oviatt and McDougall (2005, p. 540) modified their IE
definition further by proposing that “international entrepreneurship is the discovery, enactment,
evaluation, and exploitation of opportunities—across national borders—to create future goods and
services”. This definition of IE has been widely accepted by scholars (Jones et al. 2011; Schwens et al.
2018), and thus was also used as a basis for the GBGP.

Given the emphasis on market validation in the entrepreneurship literature (Shane 2003;
Martin et al. 2013), we also incorporated foreign market validation as an important element in the
GBGP and included planning and implementation of foreign market entry strategies (Unger et al. 2011).
With that in mind, the GBGP was designed to provide students with knowledge in three specific
areas: (1) defining, recognizing, and evaluating international business opportunities; (2) designing and
validating a business model for such an opportunity; and (3) creating an offering for and translating
the proposed business model to a specific international market.

Students’ Attitudes. Besides providing students with appropriate content in specific knowledge
domains, the aim of entrepreneurship education to increase students’ intention to own or
start a business is another important outcome of entrepreneurship education (Bae et al. 2014;
Souitaris et al. 2007). According to the theory of planned behavior (Ajzen 1991; Ajzen and Fishbein
1977), as students enroll in entrepreneurial education, they should be exposed to examples of successful
business planning and proactive interaction with successful practitioners. These pedagogical elements
facilitate coping strategies, which help maintain motivation and interest, leading to greater expectations
of success and increased entrepreneurial self-efficacy (Noel 2002). Indeed, the meta-analysis developed
by Martin et al. (2013) supported the positive relation between entrepreneurship education and
entrepreneurial intention. Thus, increasing students’ intentions to become international entrepreneurs
was also a desired outcome for the GBGP.

Mode of Delivery. As a pedagogical method, the GBGP was designed to emphasize situated
learning on the assumption that learning should be driven by students (Bandura and Walters 1977),
that much of what is learned is specific to the situation in which it is learned (Lave and Wenger 1998),
and that interactions with others are an important learning element (Béchard et al. 2005). Accordingly,
we followed the precept that teaching should be conceived as a strategic intervention to create learning
environments, facilitating practice and knowledge transfer among students (Neck et al. 2014). This
way of understanding teaching in entrepreneurship gives teachers a role that is different from the
traditional role of transmitting knowledge. Teachers must become the manager and facilitator of the
student learning process (Löbler 2006). Accordingly, the GBGP was designed to enable students to
develop situated learning in the process of ideating and developing a product (a board game) and
proposing a business model used to sell it in a foreign market.

Defining Community of Practice

In order to facilitate students’ situated learning, we adopted the Community of Practice (CoP)
approach for the GBGP with the broad aim to promote creation of knowledge derived from methods of
learning through practice (Handley et al. 2006). A CoP can be defined as a group of individuals—the
community—who share their interests on a specific topic—the domain—and gain a greater degree
of knowledge and expertise on that topic through regular joint experimentation—the practice
(Wenger 2011). Through the practice, the practitioners share information and develop knowledge
resulting from the members’ engagement in joint practical activities and discussions (Wenger 1998).

There exists an extensive theoretical and practitioner-oriented literature advocating CoP as
a collaborative approach for promoting situated learning (Wenger 2000) within educational and
other organizational contexts (Arthur 2016; Ceptureanu and Ceptureanu 2015; Harris et al. 2017;
Howlett et al. 2016; Koliba and Gajda 2009; Pharo et al. 2014; Tight 2004). Scholarship in CoP is mainly
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based on Wenger’s initial research (Wenger 1998; Wenger and Snyder 2000; Lave and Wenger 1998),
but also on his latest conceptualization (Wenger 2000, 2011). Initially, CoP has been thought to be
based on self-selection with members informally bound together by their interest in undertaking
joint learning (Lave and Wenger 1998; Handley et al. 2006), named here as emergent CoP. However,
later Wenger (2011) suggested an instrumental usage of CoP in practice reflecting his transition from
an analyst of social learning systems to a designer of them (Clegg 2012). Instead of an individual’s
identity becoming aligned with his or her CoP, the CoP becomes a way of connecting individual
identities to the achievement of collective learning aims (Arthur 2016). In spite of being organic and
self-directed, deliberate CoPs can be defined and cultivated explicitly by organizations to achieve
specific learning goals. Thus, CoPs can also be applied as a specific methodology used for particular
learning purposes, specifically when the joint practice is supposed to be an important learning element,
engendering situated learning (Handley et al. 2006; Pharo et al. 2014). Examples of this instrumental
usage of CoP can be found in organizations to foster knowledge sharing among employees, named as
organizational communities of practice (Ceptureanu and Ceptureanu 2015; Koliba and Gajda 2009;
Lee and Williams 2007; Aljuwaiber 2016). Authors such as Hodge et al. (2014), Howlett et al. (2016),
and Tight (2015) support the usage of deliberate CoP in an educational context to enhance students’
situated learning. In summary, the deliberate CoP approach can be considered in an educational
context to offer a space of learning in which students can experiment with different tasks requiring
communication and interaction among them. Table 1 below summarizes the key differences between
emergent and deliberate CoP.

Table 1. Differences between emergent Community of Practice (CoP) and deliberate CoP in an
educational context.

Element Emergent CoP Deliberate CoP

Task mission Emergent from the
community. Assigned by the instructor.

Membership Voluntary and dynamic. Appointed. Defined by the instructor.

Participation Variations of degree of
participation are permitted.

Full participation is recommended but different degrees of
commitment are permitted. Participants are allowed to
developed different team roles.

Activities Coming from members. Provided by educational institutions

Structure Emergent. Emergent.

Resources Coming from members. Provided by educational institutions and coming from
members according to its degree of engagement

Source: Adapted from Aljuwaiber (2016) and Wenger (2011).

In deliberate CoPs, teachers act as catalysts for students’ situated learning to emerge
(Viskovic 2006). Accordingly, they are responsible for the students’ mutual engagement; for promoting
the sense of joint enterprise, for developing the repertoire of activities, and for providing infrastructure
that will support such communities and enable them to fulfill their learning objectives (Wenger 1998;
Wenger and Snyder 2000). Additionally, teachers are likely to use non-traditional methods to assess
the value of the CoP (Wenger and Snyder 2000).

Thus, deliberate CoP requires a physical or virtual space that facilitates interaction among CoP
members (Koliba and Gajda 2009). Spaces can be created through a formal or informal designation of
physical meeting times and places, or virtually, as space for ongoing dialogue without being mediated
by a third party. This space forms the basis through which a “shared repertoire” for the group emerges.
CoPs with international participants (like the GBGP) generally demand virtual spaces. Given that the
GBGP relies primarily on new information and communication technologies and internet capabilities,
it can be considered a virtual CoP (Dubé et al. 2005).

While online environments present both challenges and opportunities for CoP development, there
is evidence that the limitations inherently associated with online environments and CoP development
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can be overcome, enabling them to also become effective settings for CoP (Zhang and Watts 2008;
Koliba and Gajda 2009). The next section details how the GBGP incorporated these elements and
describes the overall CoP design.

3. Methodology

3.1. The Global Board Game Project as the Community of Practice

The GBGP involved students in undergraduate international entrepreneurship or marketing
classes. Student teams of four to five students were formed in each of the participating
universities—San Diego State University (SDSU) in the USA, Abertay University (AU) in the United
Kingdom, and Universitat Jaume I (UJI) in Spain. There were 22 teams in total—10 teams in SDSU, 6 in
AU, and 6 in UJI. These teams were then paired with a foreign partner team (FPT) from an overseas
university (five U.S. teams were paired with five U.K. and five Spanish FPTs, and there was one United
Kingdom–Spain FPT dyad). Each participating team was tasked with identifying an opportunity for a
board game product, developing a prototype of that product that is calibrated for their partner team’s
domestic market, where the FPT served as a local agent offering unique insight into the specificities of
their context. Through this approach, each team fulfilled both entrepreneurial product development as
well as foreign partner/agent roles for the semester.

During the course of the project, following the CoP principles, student teams entered into a
dialogue with their overseas partners and were encouraged to use their FPT’s understanding of
the local market to inform the design process of a newly developed board game product. To fully
realize the usefulness of FPT communication, students engaged in initial desk research to gain an
understanding of the political, economic, social, and technological factors affecting their allocated
target market with the purpose of identifying a viable business opportunity. This research process and
the accompanying product development element of the project were supported through the delivery of
a series of globally aligned tasks/worksheets completed by all participant teams. The developmental
worksheets were aligned with the three IE content domains and designed to stimulate FPT engagement,
and to capture the information gained through the FPT communication process. The worksheets
served to scaffold the development of an informed market entry plan for a newly developed board
game product and were the micro-foundations for the development of the students’ entrepreneurial
competencies. Table 2 below summarizes the timeline followed as part of the GBGP.

Table 2. Global Board Game Project (GBGP) timeline.

Timeline
Day/Month

Action Point Globally Aligned Student Tasks

18/09 GBGP team formation. Foreign partner team (FPT) dyads created.

18/09 Ideator.com platform profiles created. Ideator.com profiles created and synced with FPTs.

25/09 Early viability check of board game concepts. Critical reflection on game concepts.

06/10 Foreign market assessment Research undertaken into relevant markets, in FPT
locations—Worksheet I

13/10 Ideation and creation of prototypes/mockups
of the board game

Development of physical version of the prototype
and/or submit order for production to send to FPT.
Game instructions communicated to FPT—Worksheet II

19/10 Competitive positioning Worksheet I and II completed and shared.

20/10 Competitive positioning Presentation of Worksheet I and II.

27/10 Business model canvas
Lean market entry action plan Worksheet III and IV.

30/10 Lean market entry action plan Deliver Worksheet IV to FPT.

03/11 Product test and feedback to FPT Worksheets V and VI.

10/11 Feedback to FPT Send and receive feedback from partner team on product
and Lean Market Entry Action Plan—Worksheet VI

29/11 Peer assessment Peer assessment—Worksheet VII
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Table 2. Cont.

Timeline
Day/Month

Action Point Globally Aligned Student Tasks

14/12 Final presentation Final presentation Global Board Game Project to
lecturers and colleagues

21/12 Reflective summary Submission of short personal reflective essay.

The collaboration within and among student teams was further encouraged and enabled
through the use of an online platform (Ideator.com). Ideator.com facilitated both intra- and inter-team
communication, and gave instructors the ability to oversee and monitor the level of student
communication activity. The Ideator.com platform also provided a virtual space for the creation of team
venture profiles akin to those developed by entrepreneurs seeking to bring product concepts to market
through support and collaboration with other entrepreneurs. An additional advantage of the platform
was that it allowed students to upload and record their completed worksheets in a transparent manner,
enabling other members of the cultivated online community to learn from one another’s outputs.

Table 3 below summarizes alignment of the GBGP design with the CoP elements along with the
supporting literature, highlighting the delivery team’s efforts to cultivate and facilitate an organic CoP
among GBGP participants.

Table 3. Implementation of a Community of Practice model in the Global Board Game Project.
SDSU—San Diego State University (SDSU); AU—Abertay University; UJI—Universitat Jaume I.

Community of
Practice Dimension

Definition
Manifestation in Global Board

Game Project
Supporting CoP

Literature

Domain
Dynamic, actively evolving context
in which shared interests emerge.

Students enrolled in international
entrepreneurship and marketing
courses at SDSU, UJI, and AU.

Wenger (1998, 2000);
Wenger and Snyder
(2000).

Community

Mutual member engagement in a
shared interest. Community identity
is generated through shared efforts
imbuing shared identities.

A CoP was purposely cultivated
through stimulation of intra/inter
team interaction and collaboration to
meet the goals of the project.

Arthur (2016); Pharo
et al. (2014); Wenger
(2011); Wenger and
Snyder (2000).

Practice
Outputs of community-member
engagement in the CoP towards a
common goal.

Students completed a
worksheet/task series and
developed a board game product
calibrated for their FPT’s market.

Ardichvili et al.
(2006); Wenger (1998);
Wenger and Snyder
(2000).

Space

Infrastructure required to facilitate
CoP activity, e.g., online
collaboration tools as well as the
time required to engage in a CoP.

Student teams utilized the Ideator.com
website as an online collaboration
tool to facilitate intra/inter team
working and CoP activity. Student
teams were allocated time during the
semester to participate in the CoP.

Koliba and Gajda
(2009);
Zhang and Watts
(2008).

3.2. Data Collection and Analysis

To assess the degree to which the GBGP performed as an effective CoP in terms of student learning
outcomes and impact on entrepreneurial intention, we analyzed students’ essays (up to 500 words in
length) submitted at the end of the semester. The essays included students’ personal reflections on
their experiences developing an idea, designing a product, and developing a marketing plan to sell
the board game in a foreign country. Students were instructed to focus on the learning aspects of the
GBGP and how their group overcame project related challenges. They were also invited to share how
they felt during the process. All texts were in English, which was the language used by the GBGP
participants. It is important to note that in order to motivate the students to submit their summaries,
they accounted for a small percentage (around 2%) of the final grade. At the same time, to minimize
social desirability bias, we assured the students that they could reflect on both positive and negative
aspects of the project and would not be penalized for any negative comments offered. In addition,
we emphasized that their insights will be used to improve the project. We collected and examined all
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reflective summaries that were submitted by the students—86 in total (30 from SDSU, 35 from UJI,
and 21 from AU). Twenty-three students did not provide any summaries and were thus not considered
in the study.

Given that the theory related to IE pedagogy is still underdeveloped, we adopted a qualitative,
“partially grounded”, inductive approach to our analysis (Jack et al. 2008; Sunduramurthy et al. 2016).
The partially grounded approach differs from the purely grounded approach to data analysis in several
respects (Ahsan et al. 2018; Shepherd and Sutcliffe 2011). The purely grounded approach is used
to derive new theory solely from data (Glaser and Strauss 2017). Researchers pursuing the purely
grounded, inductive approach often take a position of “unknowing” (Shepherd and Sutcliffe 2011,
p. 361), approaching the raw data without preconceived notions about the meaning they are searching
for. The partially grounded approach is also inductive in that data is used to better understand a
phenomenon and derive concepts and constructs. However, the difference is that the analysis is
guided by existing literature. In other words, the partially grounded approach connects and compares
the meaning emerging from the raw data with existing concepts and constructs (Ahsan et al. 2018).
Specifically, the partially grounded approach begins with a research question and some theoretical
a priori understanding of the phenomenon; however, it is flexible enough to “let the data speak”,
allowing for new insights to emerge (Shepherd and Sutcliffe 2011). Using this approach, we drew on
our review of the IE and CoP literature regarding the general domains of the student learning in IE,
as summarized in the previous section. Specifically, these included students’ acquisition of practical
insights related to (1) defining, recognizing, and evaluating international business opportunities;
(2) designing and validating a business model for such an opportunity; and (3) creating an offering
for and translating the proposed business model to a specific international market. Consistent with
our aim to leverage the CoP design, we looked for evidence of learning through knowledge sharing
and practice. Lastly, informed by the previous literature on entrepreneurship education (Baidi and
Suyatno 2018; Nabi et al. 2017; Susetyo and Yuliari 2018), we also sought evidence of the impact of
GBGP participation on students’ self-perceptions of their entrepreneurial intention. In addition to these
themes derived from previous literature a priori, the research team was open to additional themes
emerging from the analysis.

Eighty-six reflective summaries were collected and analyzed qualitatively in several phases (Miles
and Huberman 1994). In the first phase, following Jack et al. (2008), the members of the research
team independently read and re-read the text while taking notes on the theoretically pre-specified
constructs/domains as well as new, emergent themes. Second, with the aim of gaining an initial holistic
understanding of the student experience during the GBGP, initial impressions and notes were discussed
among the research team members. In the third phase (open coding), three researchers independently
coded the textual data, categorizing specific quotes into 28 different categories maintained in RQDA,
a software package that is widely used by qualitative researchers. These concepts were either in vivo,
occurring frequently in the analyzed texts, or were given labels based on the researchers’ interpretations
of emerging concepts (Sundaramurthy et al. 2013). These were then revisited by the team along with
the reflective summary text. Only quotes attributed directly to participating in the GBGP were retained.
Quotes related to learning not due to attending the course were eliminated. In the last phase (the axial
coding), the research reviewed the coding in order to resolve inconsistencies and identify a consensus
in the identification of learning results directly related to participation in the GBGP. It also involved the
research team in revising these codes by comparing, discussing, and debating the themes and concepts
that emerged during independent analysis. This process also involved giving meaning to data that
were fractured during the open coding phase (Strauss and Corbin 1998).

This process resulted in retaining 567 quotes affiliated with 9 broad categories, some of which
had more than one dimension. Table 4 presents the summary of the categories and their dimensions,
illustrative quotes, and the total number of quotes.
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4. Study Findings

The partially grounded approach to evaluation of the GBGP as an IE pedagogical tool provided
some interesting insights. First, as Table 4 shows, consistent with the intended design aimed at the key
domains of the IE field, the textual analysis of student reflection summaries indicates that students
participating in the GBGP felt they engaged in processes related to the definition, recognition, and
evaluation of international business opportunities (a total of 51 quotes). Based on the number of quotes,
it appears that the GBGP was effective in stimulating students’ efforts in identifying international
opportunities (29 quotes) and, to a somewhat lesser degree, validating such opportunities (22 quotes).
Specifically, students expressed sentiments such as “[we] came up with a new idea that is unlike anything
in the market” and “[we] developed an idea that seemed fun and interesting”. In other words, most of
the GBGP participants felt the project provided them with space to search for and define a business
opportunity in the board game market (e.g., “we first had to think about a market and what goal we wanted
to reach”), but they also committed themselves to gathering additional data to “adapt and modify [the
product] in the early stages to create the best idea possible”.

Drawing on the IE literature, we also sought evidence for students’ learning to design and
validate a business model based on their idea. Forty-nine quotes were identified to be related to this
theme. Twenty-four related to business model design, while 25 quotes reflected students engaging in
business model validation. For example, students felt that through GBGP participation, they acquired
knowledge that made them feel “able to write the business model canvas and develop it by interacting with
[the partner team]”. They also referred to the need to identify the principle components of a business
model by understanding “what my product is, who the target market is, how to find them and how to come up
with a general idea for sales and revenue”.

Our analysis of the reflective summaries also suggests that the GBGP gave students the
opportunity to practice creating an offering for a specific international market (35 quotes), which
required taking into account the specific characteristics and differences of that market. For example,
one student commented, “Throughout the whole process I also experienced that when you design a product
you have to consider the impact of culture”. Another stated, “I have learned that you can’t just design a product
but have to adapt it to the target market in order to make it appealing”.

Besides creating an offering (i.e., a product) aimed at international markets, participation in the
GBGP also required the key components of a business model to be adapted so as to suit the specific
international market. The textual analysis returned 42 quotes related to this theme, indicating that
students had to take into account how to market and distribute their product and use partnerships
and alliances to enter the market.

Consistent with the CoP design, a large number of quotes (176) were identified to indicate the
GBGP was effective in stimulating situated learning through knowledge sharing and learning through
practice. Specifically, in 122 quotes, the students expressed sentiment that their interaction with their
counterparts in another country was valuable in the process of gaining new knowledge and skills
related to IE. For examples, the quotes suggested that the “creative conversation”, “working together”
across time and space, and “building up trust” among student teams contributed to the acquisition of

“helpful insight” and “[improving] skills and competences”. Moreover, an additional 54 quotes provided
preliminary evidence that the CoP approach to learning via the GBGP project enabled students to learn
through practice. “Applying theory to practice” and engaging in “a different way to learn and to be able to
practice all the theory learned previously” represent some examples of student sentiment relating to the
GPGP as a tool for learning about IE.

Informed by the previous literature on entrepreneurship education, the partially grounded
analysis also sought to discover evidence of students’ self-assessment of their attitudes toward
becoming international entrepreneurs and/or pursuing IE in the future. Thirty-three quotes were
identified to be consistent with this theme. Specifically, students expressed their desire either to pursue
the project after the semester end (e.g., “launch our game in 2018–2019”) or to “create my own product in
the future”.
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In addition to the a priori themes discussed above, there were several other themes that emerged
from the textual analysis of the student reflection summaries. First, 92 quotes indicated that students
appreciate the opportunity that GBGP provided in terms of their cross-cultural competencies. Some of
the comments, such as “[the project] enhanced my understanding of differences between cultures” and “for
me especially the cultural aspects of these projects are interesting. I love the differences in culture and this project
took that completely into account”, indicate that GBGP participation made students aware of the impact of
cross-cultural differences affecting the creation of new products for foreign markets, and accompanying
sales and marketing plans. Second, 35 quotes related to student’s self-efficacy. Specifically, students
expressed confidence that participation in the GBGP enhanced their ability to deal with the challenges
of IE such as product design or working in a cross-cultural setting. This finding is not entirely surprising
given the strong theoretical link between entrepreneurial self-efficacy and entrepreneurial intention
(Baidi and Suyatno 2018; Noel 2002; Susetyo and Yuliari 2018). Our preliminary findings suggest that
the self-efficacy is also important in the IE domain. Third, 27 quotes have indicated that students
participating in GBGP felt a variety of emotions. For example, students felt “scared” and “excited” at
the beginning of the project, experienced “ups and downs”, “moments of stress”, and being “disoriented”
during the various stages of the project. Nevertheless, students reported they found the overall
experience rewarding. Lastly, the analysis resulted in identification of 119 quotes related to various
challenges experienced by GBGP students. In particular, they highlighted difficulties communicating
across different time zones and not always getting a timely response from their counterparts in the
other country.

Overall, students’ comments suggest the GBGP has been quite effective in terms of enhancing
entrepreneurial knowledge for international venturing. Given its design as an online CoP, students
from different universities in three countries were able to interact purposely and, in the course of
this interaction, gained knowledge on IE. As the students’ comments reveal, the CoP approach was
successful in fostering situated learning through practice and information sharing. In fact, the analysis
of the student reflections indicates online CoPs are not limited to tacit knowledge sharing, but also
include explicit knowledge (Lave and Wenger 1991). Consistent with Aljuwaiber (2016), we found
evidence that the online CoPs (in our case, utilizing the Ideator.com virtual space) can contribute to
sharing of both tacit and explicit knowledge in the IE domain. However, that is not to say that this
process was without challenges.

5. Discussion and Conclusions

The purpose of this article was to address a gap in the IE literature by reporting on the evaluation
of a novel teaching tool, the GBGP. Involving student teams from three institutions in three countries,
the GBGP was designed to provide students with practical knowledge in three key areas: (1) defining,
recognizing, and evaluating international business opportunities; (2) designing and validating a
business model for such an opportunity; and (3) creating an offering for and translating the proposed
business model to a specific international market. Adopting the CoP approach (Wenger 2000), the GBGP
involved creating an online space and was structured to facilitate experimentation and knowledge
exchange among participating students (Neck et al. 2014).

The qualitative analysis of student reflections on the project provided preliminary evidence that
the GBGP, as a teaching tool, was effective in helping students create a more tangible link between
IE theory and practice. In addition, it indicated that participating in the project influenced students’
attitude toward entrepreneurship as a career path. Specifically, a number of them expressed the desire
to start their own business or pursue the project further after the end of the semester. However, these
findings must be viewed and interpreted with caution. While we find evidence that a number of
students have expressed that participation in the GBGP made them consider or even desire pursuing
entrepreneurial careers, we cannot claim that these students will indeed become entrepreneurs or
that their intention will persist. This is a weakness that is typical of many studies on entrepreneurial
education (Nabi et al. 2017).
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Besides some preliminary evidence that CoP design of the GBGP had impact on student learning
in the area of IE and stimulated situated learning through practice and collective information
exchange, our findings provide some additional insights related to some unexpected, emergent
themes. These include the GBGP impact on student cross-cultural learning, self-efficacy, and the
emotional experiences accompanying participation in the project. While investigated in the context
of pedagogical interventions (Tuleja 2014), the role of cross-cultural competencies has been relatively
understudied in the area of IE in general, and IE pedagogy in particular. Our preliminary findings
suggest that working in the context of a virtual, cross-cultural CoP such as GBGP may enhance
students’ cross-cultural intelligence. Both self-efficacy and emotions have been studied in the general
entrepreneurship literature (Baidi and Suyatno 2018; Baron 2008; Biraglia and Kadile 2017; Noel 2002);
however, neither has been thoroughly examined in the context of IE pedagogy. While very preliminary,
our study suggests that to simulate the IE process in the classroom effectively, students need to be
exposed to tasks that, to some degree, will engender both negative and positive feelings but eventually
enhance students’ confidence in themselves to complete such tasks.

The analysis also pointed out some challenges—mainly related to communication problems
between the partner teams. This leaves a room for ongoing improvement and modification of the
project. Specifically, the GBGP participants may need to be better prepared to deal with communication
difficulties related to different time zones.

Our study suggests that GBGP-like projects that follow the CoP principles are a promising tool
for teaching IE, allowing students to build up their ‘real-life’ experience in a supported, scaffolded
space, and to gain knowledge through practice. However, it was not possible to fully simulate a
real-life situation.

As one of the first studies to examine the link between a specific teaching method and IE-related
learning outcomes, its findings should be taken as preliminary evidence highlighting the need for
more research in the area of IE pedagogy. In particular, our research centered on subjective assessments
of students’ perceptions. While accounting for only a small percentage of the final grade, these
could be subject to social desirability bias. Future research should consider evaluation of a broader
repertoire of pedagogical tools for teaching IE and using more objective measures of achievement of
student outcomes.

Besides adding to the IE literature, our study also contributes to the literature on CoP. Recent
studies examined whether virtual spaces are useful for sharing knowledge (Brown et al. 2013) and
some suggested that virtual CoP tends to elicit sharing of explicit rather than tacit knowledge
(Aljuwaiber 2016). Our study suggests that the GBGP structure coupled with the dedicated online
space allowed students to experiment and develop skills that enhanced their confidence within key
areas of the IE domain.
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Abstract: Previous research has emphasized the importance of entrepreneurial characteristics for
international entrepreneurship, hence the application of concepts such as entrepreneurial orientation
and global mindset to the study of entrepreneurial internationalization tendencies (EIT). However,
literature does not adequately address how EIT differ between countries or manifest in fragile country
settings. We address this gap through a quantitative study to investigate EIT in two national settings
that largely differ in terms of development, institutional stability, and culture. Through the lens of
the institutional theory and the mindset theory, we therefore piloted the study on 112 high-growth
startups in Germany and Pakistan. Our findings show, that while entrepreneurs in Germany and
Pakistan show comparable levels of innovativeness and proactiveness, they significantly differ in
other EIT measures. German entrepreneurs appear to have higher levels of risk-taking, which when
explained through the institutional theory lens can be attributed to the higher institutional stability
and support as well as social security in Germany. This potentially makes engagement in risky
activities, such as business internationalization, more appealing than in Pakistan. However, despite
having lower international cognition and international knowledge compared to Germany, Pakistani
entrepreneurs appear to exhibit higher degrees of international behavior.

Keywords: international entrepreneurship; emerging markets; cross-country; entrepreneurial
orientation; global mindset; institutional theory; mindset theory; entrepreneurial cognition

1. Introduction

International entrepreneurship (IE), defined as “the discovery, enactment, evaluation,
and exploitation of opportunities—across national borders—to create future goods and services”
(Oviatt and McDougall 2005, p. 7), has been found to be important for entrepreneurial success, growth,
and national economic development particularly in an increasingly globalized and digitalized world
(Cavusgil and Knight 2015; Joensuu-Salo et al. 2018), with potentially higher outcomes the earlier an
entrepreneurial firm engages in and commits to international activity.

Many studies have shown that personal characteristics of the entrepreneur are crucial drivers
of firm internationalization (Acedo and Florin 2006; Acedo and Jones 2007; Freeman and Cavusgil
2007; Jones et al. 2011), particularly as the founder or founding team is the key maker of strategic
decisions (Baron 2007; Miller 1983) such as internationalization (Knight and Liesch 2016; Manolova
et al. 2002). Thus, IE studies have uncovered several attitudinal elements that play an important
role in shaping IE behavior (Freeman and Cavusgil 2007; Jie and Harms 2017; Nummela et al. 2004;
Sommer 2010). For example, a considerable number of studies have been published on the relationship
between entrepreneurial orientation (EO), namely the combination of key behaviors (innovativeness,
proactiveness, and risk-taking) that drive entrepreneurial activity, and IE indicating that high levels

Adm. Sci. 2019, 9, 54; doi:10.3390/admsci9030054 www.mdpi.com/journal/admsci19
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of EO lead to international activity (Jantunen et al. 2005; Joardar and Wu 2011; Ripollés-Meliá et al.
2007). Additionally, in recent years, several authors have focused on the concept of a global mindset
(GM), seen as a cognitive capability represented by the curiosity for and understanding of actions that
support the identification entrepreneurial opportunities in a global setting, to explain international
entrepreneurial behavior (Felício et al. 2013; Kyvik et al. 2013). This paper investigates the combination
of these two concepts as an indicator for EIT in different contexts. Thus, this paper understands EIT as
the combination of EO with a GM that favors IE behavior.

Previous research attempted to address how EO and GM concepts differ across different cultures
(Covin and Miller 2014; Felício et al. 2016). However, little is known to date about how these
concepts differ within the contradictory entrepreneurial environments of fragile1 and stable markets
(Kiss et al. 2012). Specifically, institutions have been found as a crucial driver of (Oparaocha 2015)
or burden on IE activity (Clercq et al. 2010), but have mainly been investigated in a single, mainly
developed country setting (Bruton et al. 2010).

We expect that entrepreneurs based in contrary entrepreneurial environments also differ in their
EIT. Thus, our research questions are:

1. Are EIT affected by the national context?
2. In which EIT dimensions do entrepreneurs based in contradictory contexts differ?

As institutional conditions are found to be the main argument why emerging and developed
markets differ (Tiwari and Korneliussen 2018), we address these questions by focusing on an advanced,
stable market, namely Germany, and an emerging, fragile market, namely Pakistan—two locations
differing significantly in terms of economic development, stability, and institutional environment
(BMZ n.d.; Fragile States Index 2018; Global Data|Fragile States Index 2019). Furthermore,
entrepreneurial behavior is influenced by the predominant institutional environment (Tiwari and
Korneliussen 2018). To shed light on the cross-country differences in EIT, a quantitative study of 59
entrepreneurs from Germany and 53 from Pakistan is employed.

The study is based on quantitative research involving an online questionnaire based on EO and
GM as two key EIT measures. EO refers to the behavioral elements of global orientation and captures
the founder’s propensity for risk-taking, innovativeness, and proactiveness, while GM evaluates how
an entrepreneur views the world and the internationalization of markets and companies.

Our findings contribute to the IE literature stream of comparative entrepreneurial
internationalization (CEI) (Jones et al. 2011), which “enables comparison and replication and reduces
the risk of nation-specific results that are not generalizable to other countries” (Terjesen et al. 2016, p. 300).
However, the CEI stream is still at early stages with only few studies investigating IE behavior in a
cross-national setting (Jones et al. 2011). Furthermore, Terjesen et al. (2016) criticize that CIE is mostly
conducted by aggregated data on the country-macro level rather than on the individual level, which
does not allow explanations of individual entrepreneurial behavior. Additionally, we realize that most
IE literature generally covers advanced and stable markets with little attention paid to emerging and
fragile settings (Kiss et al. 2012). Herewith, we contribute to recent calls for more comparative studies
on the individual level to investigate national differences in international entrepreneurial behavior
(Terjesen et al. 2016) with particular attention to emerging contexts (Kiss et al. 2012).

Our findings also have important implications for practice. In Germany, policy makers are
encouraged to incentivize entrepreneurs to engage in international activity, particularly as they appear
to cognitively have much of what it takes to do so. On the other hand, Pakistani decision-makers
are encouraged to invest in developing the international cognition and international knowledge of

1 Fragility is the “combination of exposure to risk and insufficient coping capacity of the state, system and/or communities to manage,
absorb or mitigate those risks. Fragility can lead to negative outcomes including violence, the breakdown of institutions, displacement,
humanitarian crises or other emergencies” (OECD 2016, p. 21).
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local entrepreneurs to ultimately support their international behavior, while amending institutional
structures to provide entrepreneurs with the safety needed to engage in risk-bearing business activities.

2. Literature Overview

2.1. EO

Since Miller (1983) proposed that innovativeness, proactiveness, and risk-taking are driving
forces of entrepreneurial activity (Wang 2008), the concept of EO has been widely used to explain
entrepreneurship drivers (Covin and Miller 2014). Although Lumpkin and Dess (1996) have additionally
proposed autonomy and competitive aggressiveness as factors of EO, the three-factor-conceptualization
of (Covin and Miller 2014; Covin and Slevin 1989) is by far the most widely-used scale in literature
(Anderson et al. 2015; Covin and Wales 2012; Rauch et al. 2009). The three elements of EO
were originally developed to explain entrepreneurial behavior on a firm level (Covin and Miller
2014; Covin and Wales 2012), shaped by the managements’ attitude towards risk, innovativeness,
and proactiveness (Anderson et al. 2015; Joardar and Wu 2011). Risk-taking propensity refers to the
willingness to take actions with uncertain outcomes such as entering new markets (Lumpkin and
Dess 2001). Innovativeness reflects the support of creative thinking, which leads to new processes in
the development of products and services (Lumpkin and Dess 1996) and has been shown to enhance
both the speed and mode of entry to international markets (Ripolles Meliá et al. 2010). Proactiveness
determines the search for market opportunities and the willingness to respond and take advantage of
them (Lumpkin and Dess 2001). High levels of EO dimensions are associated with firm performance
and new market entry (Boso et al. 2013; Lumpkin and Dess 1996; Wang 2008; Wiklund and Shepherd
2005), which is why the relevance of these dimensions for the IE field has been appreciated since its
earliest years (Covin and Miller 2014).

Notably, the EO dimensions are implicit in the well-cited definition of IE by McDougall and
Oviatt (2000) who state that “International entrepreneurship is a combination of innovative, proactive, and
risk-seeking behavior that crosses national borders and is intended to create value in organizations” (McDougall
and Oviatt 2000, p. 903). Previous studies have used the EO dimensions to investigate the performance
of entrepreneurial firms in the international context (Jantunen et al. 2005; Javalgi and Todd 2011;
Kuivalainen et al. 2007; Swoboda and Olejnik 2016). For example Javalgi and Todd (2011) and
Ripollés-Meliá et al. (2007) applied the unaltered EO dimensions to examine IE activity. Covin and
Miller (2014) concluded from their literature review that EO research is mainly conducted by employing
the items of the (Covin and Miller 2014; Covin and Slevin 1989) EO scale in an international setting. On
contrary, other previous studies explicitly call EO on the international level “international entrepreneurial
orientation” (IEO) and adapt existing EO scales to the international level (Kuivalainen et al. 2007;
Swoboda and Olejnik 2016).

Taking into account that the founding entrepreneur or founding team is a key reason why an
entrepreneurial firm acts internationally (Joardar and Wu 2011; Knight and Liesch 2016), much IEO
research is drawn up on the individual level of the entrepreneur (Covin and Miller 2014). Joardar and
Wu (2011) argue that the firm is merely the entity encompassing the EO shaped by the reflection of
the founding entrepreneurs’ attitudinal composition. As such, EO is treated as an individual-level
construct in this study.

2.2. GM

Numerous scholars have harnessed the importance of a GM as a determinant of IE (Felício et al.
2015; Felício et al. 2016; Felício et al. 2012; Kyvik et al. 2013; Kyvik 2018; Nummela et al. 2004). Several
attempts have been made to distinguish a corporate GM and an individual GM (Felício et al. 2015;
Felício et al. 2016) which could be seen as contradictory to literature stating GM as a state of mind related
to an individual (Felício et al. 2013; Jie and Harms 2017; Kyvik 2011; Kyvik et al. 2013). Kyvik (2011)
for example describes a GM as “one key superior managerial orientation in the internationalisation process
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and as conceptually closely related to international entrepreneurship” (Kyvik 2011, p. 315). An individual
GM is furthermore described as a behavioral or cognitive structure characterized by openness to and
understanding of different cultures (Kyvik 2018) and enabling the entrepreneur to be aware of and
identify international opportunities (Felício et al. 2016).

Various definitions of a GM exist. As our working definition we choose the definition offered
by Levy et al. (2007) who define GM as “a highly complex cognitive structure characterized by an
openness to and articulation of multiple cultural and strategic realities on both global and local levels, and the
cognitive ability to mediate and integrate across this multiplicity” (Levy et al. 2007, p. 244). It has
been suggested that the individual GM can be furthermore described as a resource or capability
that influences entrepreneurial behavior and decisions related to international activity (Kyvik 2018).
An individual GM can be characterized by three factors, namely international cognition, knowledge,
and behavior (Felício et al. 2016). International cognition refers to an information processing capability
that allows one to pay attention to diverse cultural settings and to interpret them for strategic decisions
(Levy et al. 2007). International knowledge is derived from international experience like work or travel
abroad, which shapes an awareness of challenges and opportunities of foreign market activities (Stucki
2016). Lastly, an international behavior refers to the strong interest in participating in international
activity and the willingness to respond to international opportunities (Felício et al. 2012).

3. Theoretical Background and Hypothesis Development

3.1. Institutional Environment and EO

The relevance of environmental conditions for understanding entrepreneurial processes has
been frequently studied from the lens of the institutional theory, which is primarily “concerned
with regulatory, social, and cultural influences that promote survival and legitimacy of an organization”
(Bruton et al. 2010, p. 422). The institutional context of the home and host country influences
entrepreneurial decisions like the participation in IE activity (Lim et al. 2010). Thus, institutional theory
has played a key role in explaining institutional factors behind entrepreneurial success particularly
with respect to international topics (Bruton et al. 2010; Jones et al. 2011; Lim et al. 2010). Indeed,
the relationship between institutional conditions and entrepreneurial internationalization has been
studied extensively (Child et al. 2017; Ervits and Zmuda 2018; Oparaocha 2015; Torkkeli et al. 2019).
Favorable institutional conditions are related to international performance of entrepreneurial firms
(Torkkeli et al. 2019) and account to global innovation (Ervits and Zmuda 2018). Institutions such as
government agencies, business incubators, research institutes or agencies for international development
help to overcome resource barriers and support IE activity (Oparaocha 2015).

Covin and Miller (2014) argue that cross-national differences in EO can be best investigated by the
use of institutional theory. It can be suggested that the extent to which institutions offer support to
entrepreneurial firms is a major reason for differences in EO between developed and emerging markets
(Abdesselam et al. 2018; Tiwari and Korneliussen 2018). Entrepreneurial firms located in emerging
or fragile markets often suffer from institutional burdens due to underdeveloped or non-existent
external support (Clercq et al. 2010). A lack of and fragility of institutions constrains innovativeness
in emerging companies (Ervits and Zmuda 2018; Pinho 2017). Child et al. (2017) also found that
the international business models of emerging countries are less focused on innovation compared to
their developed market peers and that the level of development of the national economy affects the
international business model of entrepreneurial firms. Furthermore, Schneider et al. (2017) found that
the willingness to take financial risks differs across countries due to the level of institutional support.
Covin and Miller (2014) concluded from their review that EO can be influenced by national economic
development. They characterize entrepreneurs from emerging countries as proactive but less willing
to take risks compared to their peers from developed markets who are described by a greater proclivity
for innovative activity and the acceptance of related risks.
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3.2. How a Growth Mindset Translates into A GM

A GM is characterized by behavioral and cognitive factors that relate to global openness and
foreign opportunity identification (Kyvik 2018) and can be explained by the mindset theory (Felício
et al. 2015). Thus, a global orientation towards IE activity is determined by “mind-set”—that is,
a phase-typical cognitive orientation that promotes task completion” (Gollwitzer 1990, 63). According to
the theory, an “actional mind-set” is characterized by a strong will to reach a certain goal—like in our
context IE—regardless of the existing capabilities to achieve the goal (Gollwitzer 1990). This cognitive
programming may also be described by the term “growth mindset” proposed by Dweck (2016).

Business leaders or founders with an actional or a growth mindset hence believe that basic
attributes can be cultivated through own efforts and strategies (Dweck 2007). They therefore trust in
human potential, the ability to develop and using the company as “an engine of growth—for themselves,
the employees, and the company as a whole” (Dweck 2007, p. 125), which ultimately correlates with
business growth and success. We adopt the view that the GM is a facet of a growth mindset.

Differences in the institutional and cultural environment are assumed to impact the GM of
entrepreneurs in alignment with many scholars who have confirmed the relationship between mindset
and contextual factors. Claro et al. (2016) for example found that the growth mindset of students
is negatively influenced by economic disadvantage. Wicks (2001) found that institutional and
economic pressures influence mindset regarding the perception of risks. Additionally, previous
studies focusing on IE activity provide evidence that the GMs differ between countries (Felício et al.
2013, 2016). Felício et al. (2016) for example found differences of GM within Norwegian, Lithuanian,
and Portuguese managers. They found that Norwegian managers are mainly driven by planned
and strategic behaviors compared to their fellows, who are more driven by social relationships and
international contacts.

3.3. Factors of Variation in EIT

It could be assumed that entrepreneurial environments differ between countries. Previous research
has shown that differences on the national level exist due to economic (Child et al. 2017), cultural
(Kreiser et al. 2010; Mitchell et al. 2002; Tajeddini and Mueller 2009), political (Muhammad et al.
2016), regulatory (Kreiser et al. 2010; Lim et al. 2016), and social factors (Stephan and Uhlaner 2010).
Consequently, EIT, as impacted by the national entrepreneurial context, are assumed to differ between
countries. We chose to therefore conduct the study between two countries, namely Pakistan and
Germany, that significantly differ both in culture and the institutional environment to investigate
EIT differences.

Pakistan is situated in South Asia and is characterized by having lower levels of economic
development (GDP = 1.580 US-$ in 2017), while Germany, as a member of the European Union and
the Eurozone, is characterized by high levels of economic development (GDP = 43.490 US-$ in 2017)
(BMZ n.d.). Moreover, Pakistan is regarded a highly-fragile state on measures of the political, economic,
cohesion, and social environment, which indicates low institutional stability in areas such as security,
state legitimacy, public services, and human rights (Fragile States Index 2018; Muhammad et al. 2016;
Williams and Shahid 2016), as opposed to Germany, which is characterized by low institutional fragility
and ranks as the world’s 11th most stable country (Fragile States Index 2018). As for measuring culture
specifically, several cross-country entrepreneurship studies have employed Hofstede’s cross-cultural
dimensions (Hayton et al. 2002). In our case, Hofstede’s dimensions present Germany as having
less power distance, being more individualistic, more masculine, less uncertainty avoidant and more
long-term oriented than Pakistan (Hofstede Insights 2019).

Combining the above-mentioned arguments, we suggest that the national environment influences
the internationalization tendencies of entrepreneurial decision-makers. Thus:

Hypothesis 1. EIT are affected by country.
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Additionally, it could be hypothesized that the two countries differ in their dimensions of EO due
to the vast differences between their institutional environments. We therefore propose:

Hypothesis 2. Entrepreneurs in Germany differ from entrepreneurs in Pakistan regarding their level of
risk-taking.

Hypothesis 3. Entrepreneurs in Germany differ from entrepreneurs in Pakistan regarding their level
of innovativeness.

Hypothesis 4. Entrepreneurs in Germany differ from entrepreneurs in Pakistan regarding their level
of proactiveness.

Finally, and as rooted in the mindset theory, cultural differences between the two countries could
lead to differences in the GM measures. Therefore:

Hypothesis 5. Entrepreneurs in Germany differ from entrepreneurs in Pakistan regarding their level of
international cognition.

Hypothesis 6. Entrepreneurs in Germany differ from entrepreneurs in Pakistan regarding their level of
international knowledge.

Hypothesis 7. Entrepreneurs in Germany differ from entrepreneurs in Pakistan regarding their level of
international behavior.

4. Methods

4.1. Data

The study is based on quantitative research involving an online survey, which was shared with
founders in Germany and Pakistan through incubators and entrepreneurial networks from September
to December 2018. Therefore, relationships have been established with the Centre for Entrepreneurship
at the Technical University of Berlin, the AMAN Center for Entrepreneurial Development at the
Institute of Business Administration in Karachi and the Arfa Software Technology Park in Lahore
through the Pakistan MIT Enterprise Forum. The questionnaire was sent to a total of 76 entrepreneurs
in Karachi, 40 entrepreneurs in Lahore, and 177 entrepreneurs in Berlin.

The data consists of self-responses of the founding entrepreneurs involved in Total Early-Stage
Entrepreneurial Activity (TEA), which according to the definition of the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor
(GEM) consists of nascent entrepreneurs who are actively setting up a business and those who own a
newly established business that is less than 3.5 years old (GEM n.d.). Following the argumentation of
Felício et al. (Felício et al. 2016, p. 4931) that “older companies probably have a more stable organizational
culture, while younger companies probably have a higher dependence on the individual’s culture”, we assume
that in the early stages of conception and firm birth the cognitive characteristics are an especially
important resource leading to IE (Cavusgil and Knight 2015). Therefore, we focus on TEA entrepreneurs
only. After excluding 19 entrepreneurs, which were already in the persistence stage, we base our
analysis on a global sample of 112 responses consisting of 59 entrepreneurs from Germany and 53
from Pakistan.

4.2. Measures

Since we measure EO at the individual rather than the company level, we adopted scales proposed
by Goktan and Gupta (2015) rather than the frequently-used EO scale from (Covin and Miller 2014;
Covin and Slevin 1989). Risk-taking covers the participants’ attitude towards risk-taking behaviors
and was measured by fours items (α = 0.72). Innovativeness assesses the individual’s tendency for
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innovativeness and was measured by four items (α = 0.86). Proactiveness comprises the individual’s
willingness to act and was measured with four items (α = 0.70). For individual GM, we applied
the measurements proposed by Felício et al. (2016). International cognition covers the individual’s
cognitive capability to identify international opportunities and was measured by four items (α = 0.69).
International knowledge refers to an individual’s international experience and was measured using three
items (α = 0.40). Although the Cronbach’s Alpha of the knowledge measure is relatively low, we follow
the recommendation of Schmitt (1996) who argues that a measure with a low reliability should be used
if it covers essential content of the study2. International behavior covers the individual’s propensity to
act internationally and was measured by five items (α = 0.76), which were adapted from the firm level
to the individual level. Respondents indicated their level of agreement on a seven-point Likert scale
ranging from totally disagree (=1) to totally agree (=7).

As demographics and human capital have the potential to affect international entrepreneurial
decisions (Stucki 2016), we additionally collected information on gender, age, education, language
skills, and international study background of the entrepreneur for better interpretation of our results.

All measures are shown in Table A1 (Appendix A).

4.3. Analysis

Descriptive statistics and Fisher’s exact tests3 were conducted to get an overview of the sample
and to determine whether entrepreneurs from both countries differed on any demographic variables.
Multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) was applied to determine whether EIT measures
differ amongst German and Pakistani entrepreneurs. MANOVA results are followed by analysis of
variance (ANOVA), a univariate test statistic to obtain evidence on the nature of the effect (Field 2013).
As MANOVA allows one to determine if entrepreneurs from both countries differ due to their EIT,
separate ANOVAs on the dimensions on EIT help to detect the nature of the outcome (Field 2013).
The results were followed up by the non-parametric Mann-Whitney-U test to enhance confidence in
the statistical results of (M)ANOVA as the assumption of interval level is slightly violated by using a
Likert scale (Finch 2016). All other assumptions of conducting a (M)ANOVA are met.

4.4. Results

Means, standard deviations, and correlations are provided in Table 1. Pearson correlations
show that all dimensions correlate below the point of 0.5; thus, there should not be a problem with
multicollinearity (Field 2009).

Descriptive statistics and Fisher’s exact test show that entrepreneurs from Germany are significantly
older (Mean = 31.31, SD = 5.18, p < 0.001) than their counterparts from Pakistan (Mean = 28.06, SD = 6.04,
p < 0.001) and possess significantly higher levels of education (Mean = 3, SD = 0.62, p < 0.001 vs.
Mean = 2.25, SD = 0.62, p < 0.001), international study background (Mean = 0.68, SD = 0.47, p < 0.001
vs. Mean = 0.21, SD = 0.41, p < 0.001), and language skills (Mean = 6.27, SD = 0.83, p < 0.001 vs.
Mean = 5.04, SD = 1.48, p < 0.001). Only gender is equally distributed between both groups and does
not show significant differences between both countries (Table 2).

2 A Cronbach’s Alpha of 0.7 is recommended for our purpose (Kline 1999; Field 2009). However, Schmitt (1996) states that
even lower scales e.g., below 0.5 are acceptable and do not strongly violate scale validity. Cronbach’s Alpha furthermore
depends on the number of items forming the factor (Cortina 1993; Field 2009), which may explain the low Cronbach’s Alpha
in our study.

3 Due to the small sample size and that 20% of the cells have expected frequencies lower than five, the Fisher’s exact test is
considered a superior test compared to other similar approximation methods like the chi-square test (Field 2009).
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Table 2. Means, Standard Deviations, and Fisher’s exact test.

Germany Pakistan

Variables Mean SD Mean SD Fisher’s Exact Test

Age 31.31 5.18 28.06 6.04 ***
Gender 0.12 0.33 0.15 0.36 n.s.

Education 3.00 0.62 2.25 0.62 ***
Int. Studies 0.68 0.47 0.21 0.41 ***

Language skills 6.27 0.83 5.04 1.48 ***

Notes: Germany n = 59/Pakistan n = 53; ***: p < 0.001, **: p < 0.01, *: p < 0.05, p > 0.05 ‘n.s.’ (two-tailed test).

Results from MANOVA, ANOVA, and the Mann-Whitney-U test are displayed in Table 3.
MANOVA results show that EO (F(3, 108) = 5.36, Wilks’ Lambda= 0.871, p < 0.01) and GM (F(3,
108) = 12.35, Wilks’ Lambda= 0.745, p < 0.001) significantly differ across both countries4, concluding
that EIT is affected by the country. Therefore, Hypothesis 1 is confirmed.

Table 3. Results of MANOVA, ANOVA, and Mann-Whitney-U test.

MANOVA ANOVA

Construct Variables Wilks’ Lambda F

EO
Risk-taking

0.871 **
12.70 ***

Innovativeness 1.02
Proactiveness 0.58

GM
International Cognition

0.750 ***
6.95 **

International Knowledge 12.14 ***
International Behavior 3.96 *

df/Error df 3/108 1/110

Notes: Germany n = 59/Pakistan n = 53; ***: p < 0.001, **: p < 0.01, *: p < 0.05, p > 0.05 ‘n.s.’ (two-tailed test).

Separate ANOVAs on the dimensions show significant country effects on risk-taking (F(1,
110) = 12.70, p < 0.001), international cognition (F(1, 110) = 6.95, p < 0.01), international knowledge
(F(1, 110) = 12.14, p < 0.001), and international behavior (F(1, 110) = 3.95, p < 0.05). However, ANOVA
results do not show significant values for the dimensions of innovativeness and proactiveness.

The statistical results of the Mann-Whitney-U test and the effect size5 estimate r, show that
German entrepreneurs possess significantly higher levels of risk-taking (Mdn = 5.50; r = 0.29, p < 0.01),
international cognition (Mdn = 6.00; r = 0.24, p < 0.01), and international knowledge (Mdn = 5.67;
r = 0.33, p < 0.001) than their fellows from Pakistan (Mdn = 5.25/5.75/5.00). Interestingly, we found that
levels of international behavior are significantly higher in Pakistan (Mdn = 5.60; r = 0.18, p < 0.01) than
in Germany (Mdn = 5.00). This indicates that Pakistani entrepreneurs act more internationally than
German entrepreneurs. Furthermore, the results do not show significant values for the dimensions
of innovativeness and proactiveness. According to this result, entrepreneurs from both countries
have comparable levels of innovativeness (Mdn = 5.50 Germany/5.75 Pakistan) and proactiveness
(Mdn = 5.75 both).

The Mann-Whitney-U results show complete agreement with the ANOVA results. Consequently,
we accept Hypotheses 2, 5, 6, and 7 and reject Hypotheses 3 and 4.

4 We use a two-tailed test because no specific assumptions have been made about which country has higher scores on
the dimensions.

5 Based on the fact that the statistical results do not provide information about the nature or size of the effect, we estimated
the effect size r by converting the z-score (Field 2013; Rosenthal 1991).
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5. Discussion

The purpose of this study was to examine how entrepreneurs from Germany and Pakistan differ
in their EIT based on assessment of EO and GM at the individual level. Our findings show that the
distribution of EIT is affected by the country, and; therefore, presumably by institutional environment
and national culture, indicating support for using the institutional theory and mindset theory in the
study context.

In case of risk-taking we found that entrepreneurs based in Germany show higher levels than
their fellows in Pakistan. This may be related to the stable institutional environment that Germany
offers for entrepreneurial ventures (Baron and Harima 2019; Sternberg et al. 2018). The higher levels
of institutional support and social security German entrepreneurs enjoy could mean that they can
afford to take more risks. Pakistan on the contrary is characterized by political instability and business
burdens, which impact the trust in formal institutions and restrict aspects of entrepreneurial behavior
(Nishat and Nadeem 2016; Williams and Shahid 2016). Existence of uncertainty is found to cause high
level of risk avoidance (Stewart et al. 2008). Thus, it is evident that the uncertain and volatile environment
of Pakistan amplifies perceived risks due to, for example, turnover fluctuations, inflation and resource
scarcity, and challenging entrepreneurial firm growth (Muhammad et al. 2016). It may be expected
that even a venturesome entrepreneur may act more risk-averse in an unstable environment with low
institutional and social support due to fear of failure and existential loss (Muhammad et al. 2016).

Against our expectation, we found that entrepreneurs in advanced markets and entrepreneurs
in developed markets show comparable levels of innovativeness and proactiveness for which we
give two possible explanations. First, entrepreneurial individuals like our respondents—who are
based in incubators and innovation spaces—are innovative and proactive by nature. This would
indicate that innovativeness and proactiveness are essential cognitive factors of every individual
engaged in high-growth entrepreneurship and; therefore, related to a universal entrepreneurial mindset
(Mitchell et al. 2002; Stewart et al. 2008). Second, our finding is consistent with GEM data, which
shows almost equal and above-average innovation rates in both countries (GEM 2018). Pakistani
entrepreneurs therefore appear able to catch up with the innovation levels of an innovation-driven
economy like Germany. Additionally, conflict-affected environments such as Pakistan’s provide
business opportunities arising from reconstruction and constant change (Desai 2011), which innovative
individuals proactively exploit to fill market gaps (Muhammad et al. 2016). We argue that founders of
high-growth entrepreneurial firms in Pakistan have thus managed to successfully exploit business
ideas and innovate in an unfavorable institutional environment, which could not have taken place
without high levels of proactiveness and innovativeness.

Our analysis reveals cross-national differences in international cognition, consistent with prior
findings (Felício et al. 2013; Felício et al. 2016). Felício et al. (2016) assume that entrepreneurs from
Norway with a highly-individualistic culture exploit stronger rational behaviors to meet their firms’
growth objectives compared to more collectivistic countries like Lithuania and Portugal, which mainly
focus on social relationships, cross-disciplinary collaboration, and teamwork to achieve entrepreneurial
growth. Contrary to their findings; however, we show that Germany, where individualistic culture
highly prevails, has higher levels of international cognitive factors in areas such as cross-disciplinary
collaboration and teamwork compared to Pakistan.

Despite having lower international knowledge through travel and contact with people abroad,
Pakistani entrepreneurs exhibit higher levels of international behavior. While Germans enjoy being
part of the eurozone and the privileges of visa-free travel and frequent contact to neighboring countries,
Berlin’s entrepreneurial ecosystem is additionally shaped by an international environment due to a
high number of migrants (Baron and Harima 2019). However, German entrepreneurs mainly focus on
the national market and perform poorly in the cross-country comparison of their internationalization
tendencies (Sternberg et al. 2018). Our study is consistent with this finding and found Pakistani
entrepreneurs to have higher levels of international behavior. We explain this finding by assuming
that German entrepreneurs being involved in TEA potentially do not feel the need to focus on foreign
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markets as the national entrepreneurial ecosystem provides favorable conditions in terms of the market
opportunities, customers, and networks that entrepreneurial firms need to grow. We assume that
German entrepreneurs within their TEA stage first tend to grow locally and might venture abroad
in later stages after having had exploited local opportunities. However, the fact that Pakistan is
a developing and politically fragile state impacts entrepreneurial growth opportunities within the
country (Muhammad et al. 2017; Nishat and Nadeem 2016), pushing Pakistani entrepreneurs to seek
knowledge and markets abroad due to the limited opportunities and resources their own country
provides (Muhammad et al. 2016). Along with Gaffney et al. (2014) we conclude, that Pakistani
entrepreneurs have a higher need for a GM, in particular international behavior, to be competitive.

6. Conclusions and Implication

Our study contributes to IE literature by applying the concepts of EO and GM through the lens of
the institutional theory and mindset theory comparatively between a fragile and a stable context. Thus,
we developed a framework to investigate how entrepreneurs based in Germany and Pakistan differ in
their internationalization tendencies. Results from the study raise three important implications for IE
theory and practice.

First, we contribute to theory as we have expanded the use of the institutional theory to a new
context and respond to the literature gap mentioned by Bruton et al. (2010) that entrepreneurship
studies mainly use the institutional theory in a single-country setting. Furthermore, our study is
one of very few studies that applies the mindset theory to capture EIT and investigate GM in a
cross-national setting. Thus, we provide empirical evidence on the impact of macrolevel factors,
such as institutions and economic development, on microlevel cognitive and behavioral entrepreneurial
characteristics, advancing previous research that has been mainly conducted on the macro-country
level (Kiss et al. 2012; Terjesen et al. 2016). Thus, our study represents a response to calls for research
into how entrepreneurs based in developed and emerging markets differ in cognitive factors associated
with entrepreneurial growth (Kiss et al. 2012). Our findings show that EIT are affected by the national
context as well as significant cross-country differences in four of six EIT aspects.

Second, our study compares internationalization tendencies across two countries, which combines
the fields of entrepreneurial internationalization and international comparisons of entrepreneurship
(Jones et al. 2011). Therefore, we contribute to the development of IE literature by addressing the young
stream of CEI (Jones et al. 2011) and respond to recent calls or more comparative studies to explore
cross-country similarities and differences in entrepreneurial internationalization (Kiss et al. 2012;
Terjesen et al. 2016). This provides evidence of similarities and variations in EIT and reduces the risk
stemming from the generalization of nation-specific results (Stewart et al. 2008; Terjesen et al. 2016).
Our findings could support future scholars in theory development with respect to CEI.

Finally, our study has practical relevance in two ways. First, the findings could aid public
policy makers from both countries to identify institutional support and programs that best foster
entrepreneurial growth and internationalization. For instance, enhancing international knowledge
of Pakistani entrepreneurs through higher exposure to international markets via cultural exchanges,
events and pedagogical approaches, such as those involving direct interaction with counterparts in
other geographic locations (Musteen et al. 2018), could prove beneficial. Additionally, strengthening
institutional structures and providing regulatory support to Pakistani entrepreneurs, such as funding,
tax cuts and innovation incentives, could encourage them to take higher risk and venture into
new markets. The German government could also incentivize local entrepreneurs to engage with
international markets, particularly given their international cognition and international knowledge,
while raising awareness within the startup ecosystem on the importance of internationalization for
sustained growth and competitiveness.
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7. Limitation and Future Research

This study has taken a step in the direction of proving significant variations in modes and patterns
of national EIT. However, our research may have its limitations.

First, our data is self-reported and results show a tendency for positive responses as the Mdn of the
EIT dimension is above five for both countries (Table 3). This indicates that our respondents might have
over-estimated their cognitive characteristics related to EIT. However, we are assured that our results
are not biased as the bias is rather related to the collection of sensitive data (Carr and Sequeira 2007).

Second, we draw our analysis by focusing on Germany and Pakistan—two contrary countries.
Furthermore, we collected data from two cities in Pakistan—Karachi and Lahore—and from one city
in Germany—Berlin. It might be that there are also variations on the regional level within a country
(Kriz et al. 2016). Furthermore, Berlin is known for its developed startup scene and thus might differ
from other cities in Germany as well. Therefore, care needs to be taken when generalizing results to
the country-level or the region-level.

Also, the measurement of EO was previously administered and validated largely in western
countries and may therefore produce biased results when applied in other national and cultural contexts
(Runyan et al. 2012). In addition, other constructs explaining EIT, such as international entrepreneurial
intention or international attitude (Jie and Harms 2017; Sommer 2010) could be used in future studies.

Despite these limitations, we are confident that our results are novel and suggest the need for
further studies to validate our results by focusing on a greater number of countries and a larger sample
size. Our study can also be complimented with a qualitative analysis to explain the results.
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Appendix A

Table A1. Questionnaire variables: items, factor loadings, Cronbach’s Alpha, and references.

Variables, Items, and Cronbach’s Alpha Factor loadings Reference

Risk-taking (4 items, α = 0.72)

(Goktan and Gupta 2015)

Scale: Totally disagree (=1)/Totally agree (=7)
1. How well do the following statements on risk-taking describe you?
2. I am willing to get involved in situations where the outcomes are
not certain. 0.752

3. I would rather take my chances and try something new, than regret
later about it. 0.555

4. I enjoy doing things where there is some risk involved. 0.534
My career choices can certainly involve professions that may involve
financial uncertainty for me. 0.813

Innovativeness (4 items, α = 0.86)

(Goktan and Gupta 2015)

Scale: Totally disagree (=1)/Totally agree (=7)
How well do the following statements on innovativeness describe you?
1. I like to experiment with new technologies. 0.734
2. Among my peers, I am usually the first one to try out
new technologies. 0.857

3. I am never hesitant to try out new technologies. 0.855
4. If I heard about something new, I would look for ways to try it out. 0.819
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Table A1. Cont.

Variables, Items, and Cronbach’s Alpha Factor loadings Reference

Proactiveness (4 items, α = 0.70)

(Goktan and Gupta 2015)

Scale: Totally disagree (=1)/Totally agree (=7)
How well do the following statements on proactiveness describe you?
1. If I see somethingI don’t like I fix it. 0.365
2. No matter what the odds, if I believe in something, I will make it
happen . . . 0.832

3. I love being a champion for my ideas even against others’ opposition. 0.723
4. I am always looking for better ways to do things. 0.391

International Cognition (4 items, α = 0.69)

(Felício et al. 2016)

Scale: Totally disagree (=1)/Totally agree (=7)
How well do the following statements on cognition describe you?
1. I encourage cross-disciplinary collaboration. 0.520
2. I am able to listen to others and change my opinion. 0.654
3. I believe that I can influence what happens around me. 0.768
4. I am an active member when working in a team. 0.609

International Knowledge (3 items, α = 0.40)

(Felício et al. 2016)

Scale: Totally disagree (=1)/Totally agree (=7)
How well do the following statements on knowledge describe you?
1. In my job, I am in contact on a daily basis with international clients,
suppliers, and employees. 0.545

2. I have gained experience from international travel. 0.742
3. I have other relevant experience. 0.506

International Behavior (5 items, α = 0.76)

Adapted from (Felício et al. 2016)

Scale: Totally disagree (=1)/Totally agree (=7)
How well do the following statements on behavior describe you?
1. I think that internationalization is the only way to achieve the
growth objectives. 0.619

2. I am willing to lead the enterprise into the international market. 0.610
3. I spend considerable amounts of time planning
international operations. 0.699

4. I see the world as a single, vast market. 0.825
5. I see the world not only as a playground (i.e., a new market to
explore) but also as a school (i.e., a source of new ideas and knowledge). 0.701

Demographics

In which country are you currently based? (Open)
What is your age in years? (Open)
Which gender do you identify with? (Female = 1)
Please specify the highest level of education you attained. (High
School = 1; Technical Training/College = 2; Bachelor’s Degree = 3;
Master’s Degree = 4; Doctorate = 5)
Have you studied abroad? (Yes = 1)
Please specify your foreign language skills level of your first foreign
language. (Not existent (=1)/Excellent (=7))
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Abstract: New international ventures have become an important and growing role in the economics
of a country. However, it seems that the literature on international entrepreneurship has paid little
attention to their employees and their contribution to the success of these firms in international
markets. The employee may be a key point in explaining their rapid and fruitful international
development, i.e., increasing the international entrepreneurial orientation of the company. Using case
study methodology, this investigation aims to unveil the human resource management in international
new ventures, complete previous models explaining these organizations, and contribute to a better
understanding of their international success. The findings show that the entrepreneurs aim to foster
employee entrepreneurial behavior by implementing certain human resource practices.
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1. Introduction

The last three decades have witnessed a rapid growth of small and medium firms that
internationalize soon after foundation (Glaister et al. 2014). Although these organizations have
been labeled with different names, two of them have become the most influential in the literature
(Reuber et al. 2017; Romanello and Chiarvesio 2019): international new venture (INV) and born
global (BG). Initially, the term INV appeared in the early 1990s, when McDougall (1989) noted
that new organizations differentiate according to their domestic or international orientation.
Oviatt and McDougall (1994) defined an INV “as a business organization that, from inception, seeks
to derive significant competitive advantages from the use of resources and the sale of outputs in
multiple countries” (p. 49). Almost at the same time, Rennie (1993) also noted that some organizations
differed from traditional incremental exporters, as they started selling abroad very early after the
foundation reaching a considerable export rate over the total sales. Later, Knight and Cavusgil (1996)
defined BG firms as “small, (usually) technology-oriented companies, which started operating
in international markets from the earliest days of their establishment” (p. 1). Since then, a rich
body of literature has developed studying this phenomenon, appearing other close terms like
instant exporters (McAuley 1999), international ventures (Kuemmerle 2002), or born internationals
(Kundu and Katz 2003).

Recent reviews (Cesinger et al. 2012; Garcia-Lillo et al. 2017; Reuber et al. 2017;
Martin and Javalgi 2018; Romanello and Chiarvesio 2019) have concluded that there is no consensus
on the operational definition of these organizations. Common to the investigations is the idea that these
firms are young and internationalize quickly, skipping some stages of the traditional Uppsala model
proposed by Johanson and Vahlne (1977), which explains the internationalization as an incremental
process. The literature seems to converge that these firms initiate internationalization activities around
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three years since their creation. Maybe because of the unclear operational definition of this type
of company, some authors have used the terms INV and BG interchangeably in the investigations
(Romanello and Chiarvesio 2019). However, the label “global” refers to a truly global spread of business
activities, even though some of these companies may sell only in a few countries or, even, in one country
(Cesinger et al. 2012; Garcia-Lillo et al. 2017; Reuber et al. 2017; Martin and Javalgi 2018). Therefore,
the label “international” seems to be more appropriate to define the scope of their internationalization.
For this reason, this paper will use the term INV, which is also the most cited one in the literature
(Reuber et al. 2017).

Earlier, these firms were the exceptions to the rule as it seemed that internationalization concerned
only to enterprises already consolidated in their local market (Oviatt and McDougall 1994). However,
soon after, their numbers and weight in the economy of a country were increasing (Eurofound 2012).
Concurrently, the academic interest in this type of company grew, as well (Coviello et al. 2011),
and over these three last decades the international entrepreneurship (IE) research has provided a
well-delineated theoretical framework documenting the INV’s unique business model (Jones et al. 2011;
Knight and Liesch 2016; Schwens et al. 2018). INVs cope with scarce tangible resources as financial
and human ones (Freeman et al. 2006). However, they have got valuable intangible resources and
capabilities (Knight and Cavusgil 2004; Rialp et al. 2005). INVs are assumed to operate predominantly
in technology-intensive industries (Gabrielsson et al. 2008), in which competitive advantage is often
based on the possession of a unique know-how (Burgel and Murray 2000; Gabrielsson et al. 2008),
leveraged through a niche-focused and proactive international strategy (Rialp et al. 2005) with low
requirements of marketing mix adaptations (Verbeke et al. 2014).

Since the seminal works, the literature has flourished trying to explain the antecedents
and performance of these companies, that can explain their success (Glaister et al. 2014;
Romanello and Chiarvesio 2019). For example, the investigations have studied the characteristics of
the organizations and their entrepreneurs (Evangelista 2005; Spence et al. 2011; Kalinic and Forza 2012;
Rasmussen et al. 2012; Odorici and Presutti 2013), the reasons explaining the rapid and early
internationalization (Rialp et al. 2005; Zou and Ghauri 2010; Taylor and Jack 2013), the exploitation
of the international opportunity (Reuber et al. 2017), the relationship among the entry strategy into
foreign markets, the competitive advantage and the resource commitment (Gassmann and Keupp 2007;
Ripollés et al. 2012; Zhang and Dai 2013), the role of the knowledge in the internationalization process
(Gassmann and Keupp 2007; Presutti et al. 2007; Nordman and Melén 2008) and the capability
learning (Prashantham and Floyd 2012), their distribution channels (Gabrielsson and Kirpalani 2004;
Gabrielsson and Gabrielsson 2011), their financial management (Gabrielsson et al. 2004) and the
importance of the trust, the contracts (Blomqvist et al. 2008), the relationships, the international
alliances (Acs and Terjesen 2013), the marketing, the information technologies (Evers et al. 2012;
Zhang et al. 2013), the networks (Kiss and Danis 2010), and the social capital (Rialp et al. 2005),
as well as environmental variables as the industry structure (Fernhaber et al. 2007) and the INV’s
innovativeness (Efrat et al. 2017). Surprisingly, the investigations have neglected the contribution of
the employee in the success of the INV. Only recent research focusing on human-related issues has
started to emerge, with papers looking into subjects such as investment in HR practices in INVs that
are located in emergent economies (Khavul et al. 2009), talent management applied by mature new
ventures operating in international contexts (Festing et al. 2013), or recruitment and training practices
in mature INVs (Glaister et al. 2014). That matches the suggestions from some authors, as it seems that
not all-important factors explaining the performance and survival of INVs have been yet explored
(Knight and Liesch 2016; Dzikowski 2018).

Research has firmly established that INVs’ performance is associated with their capacity to update
their business model to meet different market settings (Achtenhagen et al. 2013; Laurell et al. 2017)
and developing an entrepreneurial orientation (EO) may help (McDougall and Oviatt 2000). When
competing in complex and hostile environments, small to medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) tend to
become entrepreneurial, i.e., a strategic orientation based on innovation, proactivity, and risk-taking
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(Miller 1983; Bouchard and Basso 2011). The EO allows that the firms can identify new opportunities
and achieve superior performance, assuring business survival and competitiveness (Ribeiro-Soriano
and Urbano 2010). Knight and Cavusgil (2004) have argued that promoting an entrepreneurial
behavior should be instrumental for the development and enactment of key organizational routines in
the INV to succeed in the international markets. The strong relationship between EO and superior
performance has been well established in the INV literature (Knight and Liesch 2016). Acknowledging
that the EO is crucial for reaching a superior performance and consolidating the survival of the firm,
it’s necessary to reveal the mechanisms by which the entrepreneurs maintain a solid EO over time
(Bouchard and Basso 2011) and further investigate how the entrepreneurs translate the EO into a
superior performance (Knight and Liesch 2016).

Lately, the literature has witnessed an interest in promoting entrepreneurial behaviors in
the organization, as it is considered that innovative employee behavior relates to firm growth
and strategic renewal, implying a competitive advantage for the company (Veenker et al. 2008;
Guerrero and Peña-Legazkue 2013; Blanka 2018). At the same time, the employee contribution to
the organization has become more valued, and the organization has granted the employee more
power and responsibility (Foss et al. 2015). The development of organizational entrepreneurial
behaviors is likely to result in dependency on how the firms mobilize their employees to meet the
requirements of the entrepreneurial behavior (Hayton 2005; Peris-Ortiz 2009; Messersmith and Wales
2011; Hayton et al. 2013; Tang et al. 2015).

From the human resource management (HRM) literature, we know that human resource (HR)
practices are specific actions that a company carries out to direct the employee’s behavior towards
desired outcomes (Schuler 1992; Becker and Gerhart 1996). Many investigations have found support
for a linkage between HR practices and the employee’s entrepreneurial behavior (EEB; e.g., Kirby 2006;
Menzel et al. 2007; Rigtering and Weitzel 2013; Liu et al. 2019). With the implementation of adequate
HR practices, the organization signalizes the employee that it values and supports his entrepreneurial
behavior (Shipton et al. 2006; Liu et al. 2019). However, we know very little about HR practices adopted
by INVs, especially those that contribute to the EEB.

Also, it has been established that HR practices can be grouped into three main categories using
the ability, motivation, and opportunity (AMO) schemata. That is, HR practices intend to enhance
the employees’ abilities, foster their motivation and provide them with the opportunity to perform
in their works (Lepak et al. 2006; Boxall and Purcell 2008; Subramony 2009). Moreover, three types
of relationships among HR practices can be identified: additive, substitutive or synergic; being the
synergic approach the most recommended (Delery 1998; Gerhart 2007; Chadwick 2010; Jiang et al. 2012;
Boon et al. 2019). Finally, no consensus seems to emerge on what practices are the best, neither
arguments on what configurations of HR practices can be more effective, as it matters the context in
which they are applied (Warech and Tracey 2004; Bryson et al. 2005; Boon et al. 2019). That suggests
that HR practices must be studied in different contexts.

Based on the above reflections, this paper aims to address the following research questions:
What HR practices encourage EEB in the context of new ventures’ early internationalization? Can a
common denominator be identified among HR practices increasing EEB? By concentrating on these
questions, this paper looks for adding to the existing literature mainly in three directions. First,
it focuses on the role of EEB as a neglected factor that might contribute to complete previous models
explaining INVs’ early internationalization and success. In this sort of company, the weight of the
employee may be heavier than until now supposed, even becoming a key factor in explaining their
success. This investigation seems to be one of the first studying the EEB in the context of INVs.
Therefore, this paper can be a starting point questioning the importance of the employees in these
organizations. Understanding how entrepreneurs maintain a strong EO over time and translate it into
superior performance can advance the theory of INVs. Also, by studying entrepreneurial behaviors
at the employee level, this work goes beyond past research, which has mainly focused on studying
antecedents and consequences of an entrepreneurial behavior at the firm level (Miller 2011).
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Second, this work studies INVs’ early internationalization from a different perspective, and it
aims to develop informational propositions integrating IE literature with insights from the resource
management literature, as HR practices fostering EEB are uncovered. Basing on related literature has
been an advisable and usual way to advance in IE research (Jones et al. 2011; Coviello 2015). Thus,
research in HRM is also advanced, as the scant literature focused on new ventures has overlooked the
particular case of INVs, except for the works of Khavul et al. (2009) and Glaister et al. (2014). Besides,
the authors studying HR practices in international organizations mainly deal with multinational firms
(De Cieri et al. 2007; Brewster 2017; Cooke et al. 2019).

Third, only a few investigations in HR practices have focused on employee experiences (employee
level), as usually, the literature has adopted a more firm-level perspective (Lepak et al. 2006;
Alfes et al. 2013). However, HRM literature could benefit considering an employee level perspective
(Gerhart 2005; Conway and Monks 2008; Kuvaas 2008; Alfes et al. 2013), as the information collected
from the HR managers is not enough to uncover how HR practices really work (Khilji and Wang 2006;
Nishii et al. 2008). Gathering information from the employee can be more reliable (Paauwe 2009) and it
may help to unveil the mechanisms working in that relationship HRM-performance (Lepak et al. 2006).
This multi-level analysis is recommended by Knight and Liesch (2016) in their review of the evolution
of research on early internationalization and BG firms, as it can help to better understand the
nuances in INVs. Therefore, this paper combines both entrepreneur and employee’s visions about the
implementation of HR practices, which is not usual to find in the literature (Boon et al. 2019).

Thus, this work follows suggestions made by several authors claiming for investigations, that
will provide the literature with further explanatory models and theoretical perspectives on INVs and
complete existing theories and models, which can explain how INVs quickly internationalize and
achieve a superior international performance (Jones et al. 2011; Knight and Liesch 2016; Dzikowski 2018).
For example, Knight and Liesch (2016) recommend in their review investigating the human resources
in this type of organization that, among other factors, may lead to their superior performance.

Qualitative methodology is useful when we know little about a phenomenon (Eisenhardt 1989).
The case study bases on existing theory for guiding the data collection and analysis, and it responds to
“how” and “why” questions (Yin 2014) allowing to create new theories through the combination of
ideas that emanate from the cases. Also, the case studies may contain less bias than analytical processes
(Eisenhardt 1989) and the resulting theory may be empirically valid, as it has built from real cases.
Because of the very few works found on HRM and EEB in INVs, it seems appropriate using a case study
methodology for the current investigation, setting up the basis for future works. This is in line with the
literature, as investigations on HRM in internationalized companies mainly use qualitative methods,
specifically, case study and interviews (Cooke et al. 2019). Besides, the case study methodology is
especially recommended for developing models and theory on INVs (Knight and Liesch 2016).

The paper follows with the literature review on EEB and its relationship with HRM. Afterward,
the features of the investigation are described. Then, the findings are related and discussed with
the presentation of the inferred propositions on the characteristics of INVs’ HR practices and finally,
the paper closes with the conclusions.

2. Literature Review

2.1. Employee Entrepreneurial Behaviour

Entrepreneurial behavior refers to a set of actions that promotes innovativeness, proactiveness,
and risk-taking at the firm level (Miller 1983; Covin and Slevin 1991; Lumpkin and Dess 1996).
As the meaning of being entrepreneurial has been widely studied, just a brief review follows. For
an innovative behavior to be considered entrepreneurial, it needs to involve the search for new
relations between existing resources and products, expanding the firm’s resources and capabilities
(Eckhardt and Shane 2003). The innovative behavior, that results from the firm’s desire to optimize
existing resources, is not considered entrepreneurial (Kirzner 1973; Shane and Venkataraman 2000;
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Eckhardt and Shane 2003). A decidedly proactive behavior implies taking the initiative in an
attempt to shape the environment and gain competitive advantages. The opposite of proactive
behavior is passive and reactive behavior, i.e., simply responding to changes in the environment
(Covin and Slevin 1989; Lumpkin and Dess 1997). Finally, the entrepreneurial behavior implies taking
moderate to high risks (Covin and Slevin 1989; Lumpkin and Dess 1997).

The importance of being entrepreneurial has been widely recognized in the IE literature since the
ground-breaking Oviatt and McDougall (1994) paper. For example, Zahra and George (2002) wrote:
“the innovativeness and risk taking that firms undertake as they expand (or contract) their international
operations are what makes international entrepreneurship an interesting research area” (p. 154).

Past IE research has concluded that the entrepreneur and his characteristics have a determining
role in promoting international entrepreneurial orientated behaviors (Oviatt and McDougall 2005;
Weerawardena et al. 2007; Cannone and Ughetto 2014). For example, Bouchard and Basso (2011)
suggest that in SMEs the entrepreneur can foster or inhibit EEB, depending on the level of convergence
with his employees’ initiatives and his attitude towards them. Surprisingly, there are only a few works
relating the EO with the EEB (Wakkee et al. 2010; Bouchard and Basso 2011; Johnson and Wu 2012;
Lages et al. 2017). Acknowledging the entrepreneur’s important role, this research points out the need
to extend this perspective studying the influence of the HR practices, that the entrepreneur promotes
to inculcate entrepreneurial behaviors in their workers.

The EEB is under-researched in the literature (De Jong et al. 2015; Blanka 2018; Mustafa et al. 2018),
which has led to confusion on its conceptualization, appearing terms such as individual entrepreneurial
orientation, intrapreneurship, or corporate entrepreneurship. Those terms have even been used
interchangeably in the investigations, although some effort has been made to clarify the concepts
(Blanka 2018; Mustafa et al. 2018; Neessen et al. 2019). For example, corporate entrepreneurship seems
to refer to entrepreneurial actions at the firm level.

EEB can be defined as “the extent to which individual workers proactively engage in the creation,
introduction, and application of opportunities at work, marked by taking business-related risks”
(De Jong et al. 2015, p. 982). EEB is an individual bottom-up construct that can affect the performance
of INVs (Maritz 2010; Fellnhofer et al. 2017; Kollmann et al. 2017; Neessen et al. 2019). By developing
EEB employees contribute to the organization creating new products, processes, services, and they can
initiate self-renewal in the INV increasing its competitiveness and performance (Neessen et al. 2019).
Accordingly, three dimensions can be identified in the EEB construct: innovativeness, proactiveness,
and risk-taking (Gawke et al. 2017; Blanka 2018; Mustafa et al. 2018; Neessen et al. 2019). Shortly,
the dimension related to innovative behavior at the employee level refers to the initiation and intentional
introduction of new and useful ideas, processes, products or procedures, which can take place within
a work role, group or organization (De Jong and Hartog 2010). Entrepreneurial employees can
recognize problems, generate ideas for solving them, and deliver them to the superiors and co-workers,
forming models for further assessment and adoption (De Jong et al. 2015). The employee proactive
behavior can be defined as a self-initiated and future-oriented action, which aims to change and
improve the situation or oneself (Parker and Collins 2010). These actions can intend to improve the
internal organizational environment or fit the firm with its context, for example, identifying threats or
communicating strategic issues to the management (De Jong et al. 2015). Finally, employees may risk
suffering from psychological, social and/or personal matters (Gasse 1982), risking even their status quo
in the organization (Heinonen and Toivonen 2008; Parker and Collins 2010). Employee’s risk refers
to matters related to business, with potential losses, which they may experience with new working
ways because of changes in processes and systems (Afsar et al. 2017), reputation damage, resistance
from co-workers, or even losing the post (De Jong et al. 2015). Also, entrepreneurial employees may
involve in internal fights with superiors, as they usually act under their own initiative in pursuit of
their objective (Janssen 2003). Hence, employee risk can be defined as the potential losses in a broader
sense that the employee may face, with an inclination to move forward without having a permission or
consensus (De Jong et al. 2015).
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Mostly, the literature has studied the EEB under four research streams (Blanka 2018;
Mustafa et al. 2018; Neessen et al. 2019): individual characteristics (e.g., demographics, behavior,
attitudes), organizational factors (e.g., management support, culture, HR practices), contextual factors
(e.g., firm type, market conditions), and the employee’s outcomes (e.g., performance, intrapreneurial
activity). Starting with the first stream, personality traits and work values such as optimism,
persistence, initiative, ambition, extraversion, altruism, creativity, management and achievement seem
to be positively associated with EEB (Camelo-Ordaz et al. 2011; Sinha and Srivastava 2013; Blanka 2018).
Other authors have found that attitudes to income, independence, ownership, or recognition are
related to entrepreneurial behaviors (Kirby 2006; Tietz and Parker 2012). Employee’s human capital
as knowledge, skills, and experience are pointed out by several researchers as promoters of EEB
(Parker 2011; Blanka 2018). Social capital can help to achieve entrepreneurial activities in the employee,
as well. Thus, the employee’s networks within or outside the company are useful to develop
an entrepreneurial behavior (Bicknell et al. 2010; Urbano and Turro 2013). Organizational factors
concentrate on structures and processes within the firm. It has been found that management
support and leadership in the form of positive attitudes towards entrepreneurial activities can
lead to EEB (Kirby 2006; Park et al. 2014). Also, an appropriate organizational culture supporting
entrepreneurial behaviors and creating an appropriate environment of nearness and cooperation
can stimulate entrepreneurial activities in the employee (Park et al. 2014; Mustafa et al. 2018).
Organizational factors seem to be the most frequently studied (Neessen et al. 2019) and HRM practices
have been proved to have a determining role in promoting EEB (Kirby 2006; Menzel et al. 2007;
Rigtering and Weitzel 2013; Liu et al. 2019). Contextual factors such as market competition
can increase the willingness to enroll in entrepreneurial activities to overcome the environmental
adversity (Sebora and Theerapatvong 2010). Compared to smaller firms, larger firms seem to favor
entrepreneurship, as they may better reward such employee behaviors, additionally to the availability
of resources they have got (Sebora and Theerapatvong 2010). Nonetheless, Bouchard and Basso (2011)
suggest that traditional entrepreneurial SMEs, characterized by a central role of the owner, limited
planning activities and informality, low associate to diffuse intrapreneurial practices. However,
entrepreneurial SMEs with reduced centrality of the owner, more planning and formalization of
processes better relate to diffuse intrapreneurial activities. Finally, the fourth stream investigated the
outcomes of the entrepreneurial employee. Thus, EEB can lead to several outcomes, such as innovation,
venture creation, business renewal, opportunity recognition, individual success, and higher individual
productivity and organizational performance (Maritz 2010; Sieger et al. 2013; Urbano and Turro 2013;
Urban and Wood 2017; Neessen et al. 2019).

2.2. Human Resource Practices and Employee Entrepreneurial Behavior

The key importance of the employee in the success of a firm has been attested by researches.
The employees can drive to success or failure in all companies, especially in entrepreneurial firms
with limited resources (Katz et al. 2000), as the employees are those, who carry out all the strategies
and procedures (Baron 2007). Adopting a strategy-as-practice perspective with its focus on micro
activities (Achtenhagen et al. 2013), HR practices have been pointed out for influencing on performance,
as HR practices are the specific HR activities used to achieve the employee’s compromise with the
organizational strategy (Lepak et al. 2006).

Several authors suggest that multiple HR practices can be grouped using the AMO approach
(Boxall et al. 2016). It has been proved that the employee’s contribution to firms’ competitive advantage
is a function of his ability (Vroom 1964; Gerhart 2007; Schmitt 2014), such as knowledge, capabilities,
and skills (Kaufman 2015). Different recruitment, selection, and training practices can be used to
enhance the employee’s ability to perform a particular task (Lepak et al. 2006; Jiang et al. 2012).
However, it is also necessary that employees will be motivated to apply this knowledge and make an
extra effort (Wright and Snell 1998). In other words, with practices related to performance management,
compensation and incentives it is intended that the employees will be motivated to properly perform
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(Jiang et al. 2012). Moreover, if the employees are motivated, but do not have the appropriate knowledge,
they cannot properly perform. Additionally, the AMO approach considers the labor environment where
the employees use their abilities and motivation (Kroon et al. 2013). The opportunity dimension refers
to the facilities that the organization provides its employees to develop their potential (Kaufman 2015).
Employee involvement and job design practices are related to this dimension (Jiang et al. 2012).

Although the literature on HRM and EEB is not abundant, researchers have identified several
HR practices that positively relate to EEB (for reviews see (Blanka 2018; Mustafa et al. 2018;
Neessen et al. 2019)). Thus, the investigated practices can be ordered by each AMO dimension, too.

The majority of the investigated practices belong to the bundle opportunity and mostly refer to the
autonomy that is granted to the employee so that he can make decisions about his work and processes
which he carries out. Thus, autonomy has been suggested by almost all investigations as important for
developing an entrepreneurial action in the employee (Feyzbakhsh et al. 2008; Castrogiovanni et al. 2011;
Globocnik and Salomo 2015; De Jong et al. 2015). According to the findings, when the employee feels
independent and free to manage his job, he can behave entrepreneurially. Communication and feedback
seem to be important in predicting the EEB (Heinonen and Toivonen 2008; Castrogiovanni et al. 2011).
Communication and feedback allow the employee to easily transmit information and ideas through
the organization and to his superiors, detecting problems and opportunities, as well as implementing
more effective and efficient working ways (Bos-Nehles et al. 2017). Communication also concerns
getting information from the management, which the employees can use for their jobs, generating a
constant flow of ideas and facilitating their creativity (Castrogiovanni et al. 2011; Hayton et al. 2013).
The communication processes permit openness in the relationships between the top management
and employees, and among employees themselves, which can stimulate entrepreneurial behaviors
in the employee (Castrogiovanni et al. 2011). Involvement practices related to the participation
of the employee in decision-making processes or broadly defined jobs relate positively to EEB,
as the employee can contribute and develop in his job (Amo 2010; Rigtering and Weitzel 2013;
Liu et al. 2019). Participation allows employees to pour own initiatives, make decisions, and contribute
to problem-solving (Huselid 1995). Narrow defined jobs associate to mechanistic structures and
routine that may inhibit creativity, while broadly defined jobs relate to a more organic and flexible
organization, variety, and significance (Alexander and Randolph 1985; De Jong et al. 2015), which can
be more appropriate for developing an entrepreneurial behavior, as the employee has got a bigger
opportunity to participate with his ideas (Rigtering and Weitzel 2013). Authors suggest that the
top management must permit the employee to participate and pay attention to the ideas coming
from them, allowing a discussion and deliberation based on the staff’s feedback (Menzel et al. 2007).
Other organizational factors can influence the entrepreneurial activities of the employee. Thus, an
appropriate physical environment fostering nearness and cooperation, as well as a flat hierarchy
structure facilitates personal relations, knowledge sharing and joint idea creation (Menzel et al. 2007;
Castrogiovanni et al. 2011). The idea is to reduce organizational barriers. Entrepreneurial behaviors
take place in a mutually interrelated social environment (Menzel et al. 2007). Socialization facilitates
mutual interaction processes and understanding on the individual level (Nonaka 1994; Hayton 2005;
Menzel et al. 2007). Besides, innovative behaviors are also spontaneous and can happen by chance
interaction, for example, in an informal meeting (Sherwood 2002; Menzel et al. 2007). Team work
can lump knowledge from every member together, (otherwise, it could remain dispersed in the
organization), sharing it with the team members, and facilitates the interaction among the individuals,
that can result in innovations (Hisrich 1990; Laursen and Foss 2003; Shipton et al. 2006). Besides, team
work provides the employee with an environment, where he can find support for the challenges related
to change and innovation (Shipton et al. 2006). Job rotation can facilitate the introduction of new ideas
from different approaches and increase knowledge diffusion (Pinchot 1985; Laursen and Foss 2003;
Zampetakis and Moustakis 2010).

In the AMO motivational dimension the most frequently investigated practices concern rewards.
Rewards can include financial and non-financial benefits (Ramamoorthy et al. 2005). The investigations
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have found a positive relationship between rewards and EEB, as they motivate the employee to
contribute with his entrepreneurial effort, showing that the organization prices it (Kirby 2006;
Menzel et al. 2007; Globocnik and Salomo 2015; Liu et al. 2019). Besides, the employee feels
compensated for the assumption of risk (Castrogiovanni et al. 2011). Rewards are usually aligned with
organizational objectives and results (Sebora et al. 2010). Appraisal practices can impact the employee’s
motivation, learning orientation and help to understand the organizational objectives, which can
produce innovative suggestions in the employee (Shipton et al. 2006). Twomey and Harris (2000)
found that appraisal systems can be positively related to EEB. However, the evidence may be weak, as
the authors used a single source of data, which was highly correlated. Also, the same authors suggest
that career development increases EEB; as employees can create networks from which they become
knowledge, that promotes new ideas (Liu et al. 2019). Finally, job security can be positively related
to EEB as it motivates the employee to take risks, for example, accepting responsibility for possible
failure (Zampetakis and Moustakis 2010; Zhou et al. 2013).

Concerning the ability dimension, training has been appointed by other authors for promoting an
entrepreneurial behavior in the employee (Twomey and Harris 2000; Menzel et al. 2007; Zampetakis
and Moustakis 2010; Liu et al. 2019). The investigations have considered training as a construct for
developing competences and knowledge in the organization (Pratoom and Savatsomboon 2012) and
competences and career development in the employee (Bysted and Jespersen 2014), which can be
used as a base to behave entrepreneurially. Authors suggest that greater formation and training levels
in the employee better relate to EEB (Castrogiovanni et al. 2011). The sense is to provide potential
entrepreneurial employees with capabilities such as creativity, innovativeness, proactiveness, team
spirit and skills to become entrepreneurial (Menzel et al. 2007). That is, a specific training associated with
entrepreneurial activities is recommended, instead of a generic one (Diaz-Fernandez et al. 2015). Also,
staffing can influence the EEB (Twomey and Harris 2000; Castrogiovanni et al. 2011; Hayton et al. 2013;
Liu et al. 2019). The aim is to provide the organization with employees, who are predisposed to be
creative and entrepreneurial (Hayton et al. 2013).

A summary of the studied practices can be found in Table 1.

Table 1. Composition of an HR system fostering EEB.

HR Practices Dimension Outcome

HR system

Staffing Ability

EEB

Training

Rewards

Motivation
Appraisal systems

Career development
Job security

Autonomy

Opportunity

Communication
Participation

Broadly defined jobs
Flat hierarchy structure

Socialization
Team work
Job rotation

Source: author.

The effect of HR practices on EEB has been explained through a wide variety of theoretical
approaches. For example, the social exchange theory (Blau 1964) predicts that HR practices are
perceived by the employees as an investment in them. Therefore, the employee will reciprocate
with entrepreneurial behavior. This relationship, that develops between employee and organization,
is based on trust, loyalty, and a mutual commitment (Cropanzano and Mitchell 2005). Rigtering and
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Weitzel (2013) used this theory to explain that employees participating in decision-making processes
reciprocated with entrepreneurial behaviors at work. Generally, papers using this theory consider
that the EEB shows up when employees feel that the organization values their contribution and it
takes care of their well-being (Mustafa et al. 2018). Also, motivation-based theories try to explain
motivational factors, such as financial and autonomous, which foster entrepreneurial behaviors in
the employee (Bicknell et al. 2010). Thus, Marvel et al. (2007) suggest that work design and rewards
motivate employees to contribute within the organization with their entrepreneurial behaviors.

According to Jiang et al. (2012), the relationships among the practices in an HR system can be
considered additive, substitutive or synergic. In an additive sense, the quantity of practices that a
system has got is the main influencing factor (Arthur 1992, 1994; Huselid 1995; Youndt et al. 1996;
Takeuchi et al. 2007; Toh et al. 2008). In this case, the practices are independent of each other and do not
overlap (Delery 1998; Boxall and Purcell 2008). Further, the practices can be substitutive when one of
them can be replaced by another. Therefore, using more substitutive practices can only increase the cost
for the company (Ichniowski et al. 1996; Harp et al. 1998). Finally, the practices show a synergic effect
when they are used together. In this case, the impact of a practice will be bigger when implemented
together with another, as they are interrelated (Becker et al. 1997; Delery 1998). Following the synergic
approach, an AMO dimension can be reached using different practices, and missing a certain practice
cannot stop the effect of another practice. Moreover, the pursued employee behavior can be reached
with only two AMO dimensions (Bello-Pintado 2015) and certain practices can be related to more than
one AMO dimension (Lepak et al. 2006). Finally, the work of Jiang et al. (2012) showed that there
might be a hierarchy in the AMO dimensions. For example, practices referring to the motivation and
opportunity dimensions were more positively related to the employee’s behavior, than the ability
dimension. Therefore, an important message that seems to emerge from past research is that no
consensus exists on which are the best HR practices composing a working AMO system (Lepak and
Snell 2002; Warech and Tracey 2004; Bryson et al. 2005), neither their relationships. This brings to the
fore the need to study HR practices in specific contexts.

3. Methodology

Since the objective was analyzing what and how HR practices foster EEB in a certain
type of organization, which is rather unexplored in the literature, this investigation employed
a purposive sampling technique (Welch et al. 2011). Independent organizations were selected,
excluding branches to avoid any possible managerial influence (Zahra 2005; Crick 2009). The
selected firms were operating in high technology sectors, in line with the majority of papers on
INVs (Coviello and Jones 2004), as this organizations use to flourish in high technology sectors
(Bell 1995; Boter and Holmquist 1996; Bell et al. 2003; Autio et al. 2011). The organizations were
working in the international markets within the first three years after the foundation (Coviello and
Jones 2004; Knight and Cavusgil 2004; Cannone and Ughetto 2014). As companies operating in high
technology industries may spend some time after the foundation developing the product, it was
considered the three-year limitation on internationalization once they had a product ready for sale.
Besides, HR practices need some period to be implemented and get an outcome in the employee
(Pfeffer 1998). Therefore, this research focused on INVs aging from three to seven years old, which
is usual in qualitative investigations (e.g., Freeman and Cavusgil 2007; Crick 2009; Evers et al. 2012;
Hagen and Zucchella 2014; Gerschewski et al. 2015). In summary, for this investigation the population
was defined as own entity high technology organizations, which start receiving foreign revenues within
the first three years since they have started the productive activity, aging from three to seven years.

The Iberian Balance Sheet Analysis System database from Bureau Van Dijk was consulted to select
possible cases. This database contains generic and financial information of Spanish and Portuguese
organizations. Additional information was collected from the Spanish Scientific and Technological
Park Association and three technological parks associated with their respective universities in three
Spanish cities. Concretely, Parc Científic Tecnològic i Empresarial from Jaume I Universitat in Castellon,
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Parque Científico y Empresarial from Miguel Hernández Universitas in Elche, and Parc Científic
de la Universitat de València in Valencia. The above-mentioned entities provided a list of possible
organizations to be investigated. After filtering the list, 23 firms remained, which were located in the
previously mentioned technological parks. Those firms were contacted to be sure that they met the
required parameters and, if they did, they were asked for their collaboration in this research. Finally,
seven companies kindly agreed. That is in line with the literature, as it recommends to study from
four to a maximum of ten cases (Eisenhardt 1989). Data collection took place from July 2016 until
January 2017.

In Table 2 the reader can find schematic information for each company. Names have been replaced
by capital letters to guarantee anonymity.

The interview is the most frequently used tool in a case study investigation (Yin 2014). The interview
can report further information to the interviewer (Freeman and Cavusgil 2007) and explore subjects
from the interviewee’s point of view (Marshall and Rossman 1999). As already anticipated, data
was gathered from in-depth face to face interviews with the founder (3 cases), the general manager
(3 cases) or HR manager (1 case), and a total of 23 employees. For this investigation, the roles of
founder, entrepreneur and general manager are considered similar, because they are concerned with
the same functions in the studied companies. In the INV G, the HR manager is also considered to be
in the top management board because of his post and the functions he carries out. All interviewed
workers were employed from 7 months to 7 years, so that they could be aware of the HRM practices
implemented in the company, disregarding recently incorporated employees. Also, it was set a
restriction that employees should work on different departments, and there should be a minimum of
two interviewed per company. The interviewed employees were all white-collar and responsible for
core activities in their firm (e.g., operations manager, business developer, marketing manager, brand
manager, product developer, responsible for internal administration, technical manager, production
coordinator, consultant, project manager), as these organizations were outsourcing other activities,
which were not considered core for their value chain. However, as it is usual in small organizations,
they were executing multiple tasks apart from the main one.

The interviews were held by the author of this article in the same company or a nearby room,
where the privacy of the conversation could be assured. Interviewing management and employees
is difficult, as they use to be very busy with their tasks. Therefore, it was necessary to repeatedly
visit the companies to fulfill all interviews. The interviews were semi-structured, which is usual
in INV (Freeman and Cavusgil 2007; Crick 2009; Evers et al. 2012; Sepulveda and Gabrielsson 2013;
Gabrielsson et al. 2014) and HR investigations (Davies and Crane 2010; Glover and Butler 2012;
Currie et al. 2015; Langwell and Heaton 2016; Krzywdzinski 2017). Each interview was worked under
a guideline to assure that all subjects were covered. Every interview was tape-recorded to keep accuracy.
Later, the audio file was transcribed and sent to each interviewee for edition, addition or removal of
content to ensure the validity and authenticity of the information (Sepulveda and Gabrielsson 2013;
Hagen and Zucchella 2014). The interviews generated 16 h and 21 min of audio recording, and the
transcription 369 pages. In Table 3 the reader can see the collected data per organization.

Additionally, the investigator took notes from the impressions and other visual information
which he could capture, as the literature suggests (Eisenhardt 1989; Johnstone 2007; Yin 2014).
Further information was collected through phone conversations and email (Wakkee et al. 2007;
Hagen and Zucchella 2014), firms’ web pages and available printed information, account statements,
and information provided by the technological parks. Afterward, the information was compared and
analyzed to empirically validate it (Yin 2014).

For data interpretation and procedure, tables were used to organize and analyze the information,
helping to compress and understand it (Mäkelä and Turcan 2007). Additionally, data was indexed
by keywords to make it easier to operate. Finally, the findings were compared with those from the
literature, thus increasing the internal validity, generalization and theoretical level of the present
investigation (Eisenhardt 1989).
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According to Yin (2014), there are four tests to evaluate the quality of an investigation: construct
validity, internal validity, generalizability (or external validity) and reliability. Construct validity
refers to identifying precise operative measures for the concepts, which will be investigated. For the
present study, multiple sources of evidence have been used such as interviews, textual and numeric
information, visual observation, web pages, financial balances, printed information from the firms and
information from the management institutions in charge of the technological parks, where the studied
companies were located. Besides, the transcriptions of the interviews were revised by the interviewees.
Internal validity relates to seeking casual relationships, where it is assumed that certain conditions
lead to other conditions, distinguishing from false relationships. In our investigation, the findings are
confronted with existing literature on HRM, comparing similarities and differences. External validity
consists of defining the scope to which the findings can be analytically generalized, replicating in
different cases. In our particular case, it has been replicated in seven organizations. Reliability tries
to assure that the investigative processes, for example, data collection in a case, can be carried out
once again and get similar results in that case. In this work, it was followed the investigative protocol
recommended by the literature (Eisenhardt 1989; Yin 2014), developing a database with the collected
information (audio files and transcriptions), and in detail documenting the processes.

4. Results and Discussion

The purpose of this paper was to study the HRM practices, which are implemented in INVs
to inculcate entrepreneurial behaviors to the employees. To achieve that objective, a case study
methodology was used, which mostly based on interviews with top managers and employees. The
findings of this study will be exposed in this section. Concretely, the observed EEB will be next related
and, later, the implemented HR practices will be commented on. After the description and discussion
of each finding, a proposition will be suggested as a result of the research. Original citations from the
interviewees will be included to support the arguments. Further illustrative citations are available to
the reader in Table 4.

Table 4. Illustrative citations.

EEB

“I consider that I’m vigorous at work not only when I’m able to fulfill my duties with the sufficient quality and expected required level, but also
when I’m able to propose new actions and contribute with more than simply it is required.” (Employee INV E).
“To be able to have new ideas, to easily introduce them into the firm’s functioning is a positive factor.” (Employee INV E).
“I’m very used to making task lists per day, so I know what I have to do every day and truly see what I’ve done. [ . . . ] Something we’ve got in
our job is focusing on the bad things. [ . . . ] It’s about always considering what you can change, what you can do for something to be better.
[ . . . ] I think that the critiques are not bad, but about what we are going to improve, what we can improve now.” (Employee INV G).

“As I cannot change the work every day, I change the way of working, my planning, [ . . . ] the working time or whatever. [ . . . ] I practice the
Pomodoro technique, which consists of working 25 min and rest five. [ . . . ] Those are techniques that you are investigating to find out how
you can be more productive, and they work in me very well. I, at least when I speak with people, transmit them in case they can help them.”
(Employee INV B).
“I go out from work and read an article, something related to a project, which I can get identified with or it can provide me with something. I
read it. I think it over. Or, I’m walking on the mountain doing sport and, from time to time, an idea comes to me, something that you feel it can
contribute. [ . . . ] You always are curious to investigate. [ . . . ] Also, I like having relationships with other types of persons because,
sometimes, you do not reach the click you’re looking for, and you listen to a person, and he says a concrete word, and he’s telling it to you, even
if he didn’t tell you straight. But without noticing, he inspires you.” (Employee INV B).

“If I consider that something would be interesting to do, I try to see what you’ll get, and I propose [to the management] and they don’t reject it.”
(Employee INV F).
“When I realize that a working technique does not perform as it should, getting down the productivity, then I look for a new technique.”
(Employee INV B).
“The budgets are very small and everything which fails can make that budget to change. Earlier I told you that every task I solve is a small
stone, it’s something you build. If for each task you make here you have to take the small brick off, build it in again, putting the small brick,
taking it off and putting it in creates a lot of nervousness within the company.” (Employee INV C).

“In this kind of company, when you come into it, in a technological organization and so, you have to have an adaptive character or it’ll be very
difficult for you to adapt because it changes very much from one day to the next one. This is not a traditional company, where everything is
already settled. Here the uncertainty shows up every day.” (Employee INV B).
“We’re living with short lifetimes. We don’t have a financial situation which allows being relaxed. Therefore, any big mistake . . . . I think
everybody understands that the probability the company will suffer serious problems is real. [ . . . ] here, people are betting in a job, which is
absolutely no stable. You have got a very-very-very high risk that it goes wrong.” [Entrepreneur INV E].
“Here there were or will be hard periods because it’s a small company with a difficult market.” (Employee INV F).
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Table 4. Cont.

Involvement in the whole organizational project

“The hours you dedicate to . . . , or the mental cost you dedicate to a firm like this one, I think it’s rather higher than in other jobs. You’re
making a professional bet of many personal hours, you sacrifice a lot, you live in a very uncertain constant personal situation. There are many
other more stable jobs. So, this needs not only that the short-term economical bet will be of your interest, but that you’ll feel like it, that you’ll
believe in the project, that you’ll be able to develop it with your team. [ . . . ] You are the one who must get them [the employees] involved or
making them feel that the effort is worth it.” (Entrepreneur INV E).

Importance of employee, and entrepreneur’s experience managing employees

“Human resources are, as I told you, a very important part of the company. [ . . . ] We consider that human resources must be working very
well. If not 100%, it’s 80% of the company. It’s like the engine of the company. In a type of company like ours, that must work very well.”
(Entrepreneur INV F).
“I think that, for the top managers, we’re the most important.” (Employee INV G).
“Do things to improve, to win the staff’s heart. That is the key point.” (Entrepreneur INV B).
“For me, this is new. This is the first responsible post I’ve got in charge of people. Therefore, I’m learning.” (General manager INV A).
“I don’t have experience in HR [ . . . ], but it’s true that [INV C] is growing up and every day there are more workers and managing them
means a challenge for me”. (General manager INV C).
“I don’t have specific formation [in managing human resources], but with a bit of common sense, it’s enough to start with. Later, when we’ll
need external help, we’ll ask for it.” (HR manager INV G).

Encouraging the employee to behave entrepreneurially

“You do decide, contribute, make your decision, whatever you think more appropriate.” (Employee INV B, relating what the entrepreneur says
to him).

EEB reinforcing entrepreneur’s EO

“When you go to a factory and see that they take care of the staff, that’s visible. [ . . . ] A screwing factory with people, who passionate with
work, they’ll come to you and say: we have to turn this machine another round and you’ll see that we’ll produce five screws more. [ . . . ] In my
life I’ve got the conclusion, that even in very mechanical works it’s good to be creative. You can improve the process. You can improve many
things, which, finally are the key point. When you learn of a company which made something special, that’s because there were special people
within giving their best. And that’s a screwing factory but, suddenly, a thought came to a dude about, instead of a cross, better a pentagon and
so with a special tool, and that’s it! We get rich. Because there was a dude who had his ideas and transmitted them. [ . . . ] ¿Do you want to
establish a new company? Then, just tell us about! [ . . . ] If it’s a business that is related to what we do here, take advantage. We all are
interested in doing a good business.” (Entrepreneur INV B).

“When the employees participate in the decisions or proposals, many of those proposals are put into practice. They’re then not only developing
a product, [ . . . ] they logically co-design what we make. [ . . . ] To have a team, who is visualizing the strategy, participating in the strategy, is
what a start-up needs.” (Entrepreneur INV E).

Source: author.

As a general finding and except in the INV G, the interviewed companies didn’t have any HR
manager, for which that task was assumed by the founder or general manager, as expected by the
literature on small or new firms (Keating and Olivares 2007; Greenidge et al. 2012). Only in G,
an employee was internally recruited for that new post when the firm was six years old and 17 workers
were employed.

Out of the 23 interviewed employees, 19 of them showed clear entrepreneurial attitudes and
behaviors. Thus, the employees contribute with innovations in form of new ideas and proposals about
the product, improvements in the organizational processes, new ways or advances in his work to be
more effective and efficient, solving the deficiencies that they may have detected somewhere in the
company, and even proposing the creation of new ventures.

“We hold conversations with the workmates, in which we contribute with creativity. [ . . . ] A
conversation can lead you to creativity. Neither must it be anything new, as you can be creative
changing something that it is already done or facing it from another point of view.” (Employee INV B).

“We have got a case of intra-entrepreneurship. A boy, who started here, had got a project with other
two classmates, which was an app. He told us about it, and we’ve helped them to build their firm up.
[ . . . ] If that company will succeed, as we’re expecting, he’ll jump out and will be working exclusively
for that firm, which we have helped to establish. We, in exchange, have got a percentage. [ . . . INV
B] is an entity, which grows up, which so much evolves, that it’s got a great deal of margin to take
advantage of those people’s ideas.” (Entrepreneur INV B).

Also, employees materialize their proactive behaviors continuously thinking about what they have to
change or improve in their work within the organization. Employees are proactive when proposing
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formative activities, training their workmates and self-training, seeking and proposing new ways to
make their job and be more productive, participating in socializing processes through the organization
of informal meetings, looking for information to solve a problem which may appear on their tasks or
in the organization, trying to mingle with their co-workers to get creative ideas, and even contributing
with an extra effort outside the working hours to move their work forward. For example, an employee
from company B, who oversees the maintenance of relationships in the firm’s networks, indicates
that she proactively implements innovations in her post, and proactively proposes those innovations
to other co-workers, not waiting until the company will teach them. This is not new, as Sieger et al.
(2013) already anticipated that entrepreneurial employees help others to behave entrepreneurially,
as in this case.

Apart from the innovative and proactive behaviors that the employees showed, along the
interviews six of them indicated that they assume a certain risk when working in an INV. Apart from
the risk of getting fired or that the company may drown, they face risks while taking decisions in doing
their tasks, where they may fail, reduce the productivity level or the company’s resources, failing to the
team and getting rejected by their workmates. For example, employees from company C manifested
that the own work development they make implies a risk, as the company has got very scarce resources.
In other words, employees seem to be aware that the mistakes they can make in developing their
tasks can have irreversible consequences. The failure is tolerated in the companies (Dal Zotto and
Gustafsson 2008), which assumes that the employee may take wrong decisions.

“The company’s resources are not the ones a multinational has got. Therefore, each thing counts a
great deal. [ . . . ] A mistake in a bigger company wouldn’t be important. Here, it does. This is the
mistake that you can have on failing the team. [ . . . ] This is the fear of not being able to do all right
because no one is perfect and that’s the bad point being in a start-up.” (Employee INV C).

The findings from this investigation show that innovative and proactive behaviors take place in the
employees in INVs, who also assume risks while performing in their jobs. These findings may lead to
propose that:

Proposition 1. In INVs, employees act entrepreneurially in their labor environment, showing innovative and
proactive behaviors, as well as assuming risks.

The entrepreneur takes advantage of the entrepreneurial actions, which emanates from the
employees. So, this EEB reinforces the entrepreneurial behavior of the firm and aims to guarantee the
success of the INV, as entrepreneurs from the companies B, E, F, and G commented in their interviews.
These entrepreneurs are constantly getting the employee’s feedback with the purpose of applying their
innovations to the business. The accumulation of innovative behaviors from the employee reinforces
the corporative entrepreneurial actions (Mustafa et al. 2018). Actually, entrepreneurial activities happen
at both the organizational and individual employee’s level (Mair 2005).

“We don’t try to limit people. For me, it’s interesting that people see in B an infinite way in their
career. That is, if someone comes and says I want to open a foreign branch, let’s study it and, if you
have got the competences and so, why not? Then the company is interested in internationalization.
[ . . . ] It’s a mix: organizational necessities with more ideas, with their competences. You try to get
the best from each one.” (Entrepreneur INV B).

The fact that the entrepreneur takes advantage of the EEB, may suggest the following proposition.

Proposition 2. EEB can be considered as an important factor reinforcing INVs’ entrepreneurial activities.

Every interviewed top manager showed a clear orientation towards the employees, taking a
great deal of care for them and considering them one of his most valuable resources. Also, the top

51



Adm. Sci. 2019, 9, 56

manager showed inexperience in managing HR, which is usual to happen in small and new companies
(Cardon and Stevens 2004; Mayson and Barrett 2006). This inexperience and lack of knowledge on
HRM imply that HR practices are brought about ad hoc, in which the entrepreneur intends to involve
the employees in the whole organizational project and to encourage entrepreneurial behavior in them.
Such behavior was manifested by the entrepreneurs and general managers from INVs A, B, C, E, F,
and HR manager from G.

“We’re looking for people, who engage in the company, and make it as his own.” (Entrepreneur
INV B).

“Our boss [the entrepreneur] insists that we have to be genuine, that we have to do innovative things.”
(Employee INV G).

Next, HR practices, which have been found relevant for getting an entrepreneurial behavior in the
employee, are commented. Practices are grouped in each AMO dimension. Firstly, the opportunity
dimension will be presented, as it is the most important, and later the ability and motivation dimensions.
In Table 5 the reader can have a glance to the HR practices that are implemented in the studied INVs.

Table 5. Practices implemented by INVs to foster EEB.

Dimension HR Practice Outcome

AMO

Opportunity

Participation

EEB

Communication
Flat organizational structure

Socialization
Autonomy

Labor and familiar flexibility
Person-job fit

Ability Recruitment
Training

Motivation Incentives

Source: author.

The findings of the investigation show that the entrepreneur mostly emphasizes practices that
intend to grant the employees with the opportunity to contribute with their entrepreneurial behavior,
which is in line with the predictions from the literature (Mustafa et al. 2018; Neessen et al. 2019). Thus,
entrepreneurs facilitate the participation of the employees in decision-making processes (INVs A, B, E,
F, and G), in which they can propose organizational improvements at all levels, and new ideas for
solving problems. For example, the entrepreneur from INV A promotes innovation from the employee
as he questions him in their meetings how the same employee and the top managers can improve in
their work, and how the company can improve in every process. Also, employees from the firm F
proactively propose to the entrepreneurs training programs to enable them to carry out their tasks,
or even they correct the entrepreneurs by own initiative when they take wrong decisions.

The innovative and proactive behaviors from the employees take place because of the good and
open communication existing between both groups. For example, the HR manager from company
G holds personal interviews with the employees as a communication channel to get views from
the employees. In these personal interviews, the employees propose improvements about the
organization, internal processes and every other matter. Or, the entrepreneur from INV B, who favors
the suggestions from employees through the good communication tools he’s got, as the online weekly
report. Actually, an employee from INV B tells that she proposes matters on whatever subject, following
the entrepreneur’s request. Also, employees in the company F provide the entrepreneur with new
ideas improving whatever matter in the weekly session they’ve got. This entrepreneur also promotes
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the feedback from his employees in every communicative action, insisting on getting information
from them on how to cope with or improve the procedures, or even the employees tell him what
they need for being more productive. The communication and participation processes are favored by
the organizational information that the management shares among his employees. The employees
feel more integrated into the company with this information, which they also use for bringing about
more ideas, as an employee in INV E says. Also, the flat organizational structure helps the employees
to easily access to the top management and pour them with ideas, suggestions and other important
information, as two workers from INV B state. Socialization can also contribute to proactiveness and
creativity in the employee. For example, in company C employees proactively help colleagues when
the latter are overworked, because of the good social relationship they have. Also, a worker from
INV B considers that her good relationships with his colleagues help her to be more creative. The
environment must be appropriate to offer physical nearness, stimulating cooperation among the staff
(Menzel et al. 2007). Good relationships are suggested by the literature to facilitate entrepreneurial
behaviors in the employee, and the employee can interact with other members of the organization’s
interchanging information and knowledge (Menzel et al. 2007).

Entrepreneurs also accentuate practices related to job design to get entrepreneurial behaviors
from the employee. Thus, employees in company B can autonomously decide about the way they
work and execute tasks, keeping in mind the organizational objectives. For example, an employee
from INV B self decides how she wants to work and which working techniques she can apply for
carrying out her tasks. That makes possible that she proactively innovates with new techniques, which
may improve her productivity. Employees in the firm F proactively self-train in which they need for
solving their tasks, and do not wait for the company to train them. Also, the general manager from
INV D mentions that his employees proactive and autonomously execute tasks, which are considered
additional to their expected duties. In contrast, very cleared described jobs can inhibit proactivity,
as an employee from INV A relates. This employee tells that only sometimes he behaves proactively
because the jobs are very concrete and fixed described so that employees barely have got autonomy:

“Here, [the top managers] know very well what they want and how they want it. So, the guidelines
are very clear. Above all, when facing a small doubt, you ask. Sometimes I’ve let me drive and I’ve got
more initiative.” (Employee INV A).

In the literature, autonomy is the most traditionally suggested practice related to EEB. Autonomy
enables the employee to have a framework of freedom, where he can develop creative ideas and behave
proactively within the organization (De Jong et al. 2015; Neessen et al. 2019). Also, employees can
increase their self-efficacy (Globocnik and Salomo 2015).

Regarding labor and familiar flexibility, the entrepreneur from company B allows working time
flexibility. According to him, it’s more profitable that the employee works when this one gets inspired,
whenever it may happen, as on Sunday night. Also, the entrepreneur from INV E affirms that he
implements time flexibility because he needs people to be creative and not being absorbed in a
mechanical work, which is fixed by a working timetable.

“Time, freedom is important. To have flexibility in your work. I can have an incredibly good day,
which allows me to work 10 h and at 100%, and another day I get up in the morning and say I feel like
doing sport or going to the beach after lunch, and tomorrow I’ll be more creative.” (Employee INV B).

The adjustment between person and job has been stated by the entrepreneur from INV B as positively
related to the development of entrepreneurial behavior in the employee. Thus, the entrepreneur
adjusted the post to an employee who hired with the purpose that this employee could develop his
project. This project consisted of setting up a new company, in which INV B participated. The final
aim is to get the best contribution from each employee, as the entrepreneur told.

According to the information collected from the interviews, the second most relevant dimension
of AMO for developing an EEB was ability. Three companies stated that they’re looking for employees,
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who may show entrepreneurial features. Thus, INV B recruits most of their new employees in the
university, and it staffs them into the company to develop the newcomer’s innovative ideas.

“We’re very much looking for talent in the university. My partner, who is very involved in the
university, has created a program [at the university, . . . ] for developing an entrepreneurial spirit. [
. . . ] We use it for capturing talented ones.” (Entrepreneur INV B).

Also, INV C recruits most of their employees in the university through another entrepreneurial
program, and the entrepreneur from INV E says he looks for a type of employee who is ambitious,
who understands and has got an entrepreneurial vision or purpose. Getting into the organization
employees who may have entrepreneurial competences is advisable in the literature if the company
aims for innovative and proactive behaviors from the staff (Mustafa et al. 2016; Liu et al. 2019). Training
is only referred by two workers as important for getting entrepreneurial behaviors, as predicted by
the literature (Twomey and Harris 2000; Menzel et al. 2007). Thus, an employee from INV B says it’s
important to have training because he can be aware of tools that he can adapt and use in his work.
Also, a worker from the INV F in his spare time proactively self-trains on matters, which can be useful
for his job.

Finally, in the motivation dimension AMO, rewards are not so important in studied INVs for
getting entrepreneurial behavior in the employee. Only the entrepreneur from the INV E means it is
important to incentivize the entrepreneurial feeling that the worker may experience in the organization,
for which he grants company shares to his employees.

“You’re working on launching a company. You’re working on creating something, which should be
bigger, it should be something . . . a project mostly for the future, in which you’re investing time and
more. So, that the people who initiate the project can feel participants, as they are. This bet must be
rentable for them. Not only economically, but also feeling participants of the company. Thus, in a so
small company where people, who are important for the team, can become a partner or participate in
that, it seems to be the most reasonable, if you want to have an engaged dude.” (Entrepreneur INV E).

This finding is interesting because the literature suggests that rewards are an important antecedent
for EEB, as entrepreneurial efforts should be properly acknowledged (Menzel et al. 2007;
Castrogiovanni et al. 2011; Globocnik and Salomo 2015). However, in this investigation, both the
management and employees do not pay big attention to them. It may be because the investigated INVs
are relatively young companies, which must cope with shortness on financial resources. Therefore,
they must look for other practices that may replace rewards. Offering a modest salary but granting
additional bonuses can be motivating for the employee. For example, giving stock options as incentives
can highly motivate employees to behave entrepreneurially (Dal Zotto and Gustafsson 2008). Moreover,
Balkin et al. (2000) advise that it may be a good strategy for the entrepreneurs to concentrate HR
practices on innovative inputs and not on rewarding the outcomes.

Taking into account the above findings of the practices which are implemented by the entrepreneur
to get the EEB, it could be reasonable to propose the following:

Proposition 3. In INVs, entrepreneurs use HR practices to foster EEB, above all practices belonging to the
AMO opportunity dimension. All HR practices have a common denominator, as the entrepreneur engages the
employee in the whole organizational project, allowing the employee to assume the entrepreneur’s roles in their
work environment.

As expected from the literature (Jiang et al. 2012), several HR practices related to EEB showed
synergic effects among them. For example, practices referred to socialization and flat organizational
structure facilitate that in the communication and participation processes innovations easily flow
between entrepreneur and employees, and among the latter. Also, good communication channels
provide the employee with a comfortable way to participate with his ideas passing them further to
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the top management. In the same way, autonomy and labor and familiar flexibility complement
each other, as the employee has got certain freedom to decide about when and how to carry out his
proactive actions.

Proposition 4. In INVs, EEB can be enhanced by using the synergic relationships among the HR practices.

Finally, the HRM policies applied in smaller organizations can differ from the ones implemented
in bigger companies (Carrier 1994). In smaller organizations, applied HR practices use to be less
formal and more limited in resources (Cardon and Stevens 2004), and some firms may implement only
a few specific practices (Castrogiovanni et al. 2011). In these organizations, the entrepreneur or top
manager plays a key role in promoting or inhibiting EEB (Carrier 1994; Bouchard and Basso 2011),
as it happens in the studied INVs. The interviews have shown that personal relationships between an
entrepreneur or top manager and an employee are very important and they are based on mutual trust
(Castrogiovanni et al. 2011; Hughes and Mustafa 2017). Also, the work environment is very open and
familiar, as expected if we consider the small number of employees working in each company.

5. Conclusions

The objective of this investigation was to study the HR practices which foster EEB. Existing
literature provided a framework as a starting point for studying the practices and defined the unit
of analysis, which was the INV. Using a case study methodology, several firms were contacted and
seven of them agreed to participate in the research, which findings have been related in the section
dedicated to the results. These findings permit to answer the questions, which were formulated in the
introduction of this work. The main conclusions of this paper are that almost all interviewed employees
show entrepreneurial behaviors and that practices based on the AMO opportunity dimension seem to
be the most relevant ones for achieving that behavior in the employees. The common denominator
of the implemented practices is that the entrepreneur intends to engage the employees in the whole
organizational project. Also, employees assume entrepreneurial roles, which help to increase the
founder’s entrepreneurial actions. The EEBs contribute to maintain and develop a high level of
innovativeness in the INV, which keeps a strong competitive advantage assuring the survival and
success of the firm.

Usually, in small and new enterprises scarce resources are destined to HRM activities, the top
manager has no experience managing employees, and there are not bureaucratic norms, but these firms
are more innovation-oriented compared to established organizations (Dal Zotto and Gustafsson 2008).
This can be a competitive advantage for INVs, as the entrepreneur can implement in his firm the
most appropriate HR practices for reaching the desired outcome in the employees, following his
strategic orientation. Moreover, the design of the right HRM system is considered a critical activity
in a newly established firm (Dal Zotto and Gustafsson 2008). The importance granted by the
entrepreneurs to the practices belonging to the opportunity dimension reports the weight of this
dimension in the INVs. These practices intend that the employees can develop their work and
contribute to the organizational performance, as it is expected from them (Lepak et al. 2006; Gerhart
2007; Jiang et al. 2012), and even further with an extra effort. Analyzing the practices which compose
the opportunity dimension in the INV and comparing them with the literature, it can be deduced
that these practices show a clear entrepreneurial behavior. Moreover, Parker (2011) relates in his
investigation that the employee does not show any interest in intrapreneurial activities until the
manager presents a suitable opportunity for it. Concretely, the literature shows that HR practices can
influence the EEB (Schuler 1986; Hayton 2005; Schmelter et al. 2010; Tang et al. 2015), that is, well
managed employees may develop entrepreneurial activities (Baden-Fuller 1995; Wright et al. 2001;
De Sáa-Pérez and García-Falcón 2002; Bornay-Barrachina et al. 2012; Tang et al. 2015). The findings of
the investigation show that the entrepreneur aims to get that contribution in the form of entrepreneurial
behavior from the employee through the implementation of HR practices. Through these practices,
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the entrepreneur intends to engage the employee in the whole organizational project, and he creates
an environment that favors the EEB. Even, it could be said, that the entrepreneur creates a sort of
association with their employees. Besides, the entrepreneur stimulates the employee in a way, that the
latter assumes the entrepreneur’s roles. That matches the predictions from the literature, which suggests
that engaged entrepreneurial employees can behave similarly to entrepreneurs (Martiarena 2013).
In SMEs, as INVs use to be, the entrepreneur can be early aware of the employee’s initiatives and
can foster or inhibit his entrepreneurial behaviors (Carrier 1994; Bouchard and Basso 2011). The
entrepreneur (or top manager) encourages the innovative behaviors in the employee, as the present
investigation has demonstrated. That is, the entrepreneur further communicates his entrepreneurial
orientation to the employee. Additionally, the entrepreneur creates in the firm the appropriate
environment that can facilitate the entrepreneurial activities in the employee (Lages et al. 2017), and the
employee feels a natural affinity to environments that offer innovation, proactiveness and risk-taking
possibilities, which matches the employee’s aspirations of entrepreneurship (Johnson and Wu 2012;
Lages et al. 2017). The entrepreneur takes advantage of those employee innovative outcomes adding
them to the organizational innovativeness. For example, when an employee innovates a product,
that leads to an innovation outcome at the organizational level (Neessen et al. 2019), following an
innovative strategic orientation. That helps the entrepreneur to maintain a strong EO over time.

In INVs, the HRM function can be more important than in other organizations. Some of the top-ten
characteristics explaining the success of INVs (Martin and Javalgi 2018) are their flexibility to adapt to
rapidly changing environmental conditions (Oviatt and McDougall 2005), their market commitment
and proactive international strategy (Autio 2005; Weerawardena et al. 2007), their technological
innovativeness (Knight and Cavusgil 2004), and their unique intangible resources and capabilities,
which are based on knowledge management (Martin and Javalgi 2016). These characteristics along
with the resource constraint oblige the entrepreneur to provide himself with a key competitive team of
workers, who can manage these challenges.

The INV is a young firm, which is usually oriented to a specific niche in the market, operating in
highly competitive environments with other bigger organizations that have got more resources. The
INV intends to exploit the international opportunity and keep its competitive advantage, strengthening
its position before other companies will arrive. Hostile environments, such as international ones,
demand higher levels of EO to cope with them. The literature indicates that the organizational
entrepreneurial actions are initiated and carried out by the accumulation of activities, which are
fulfilled by the individuals that work in the company, or in other words, the companies are innovative,
proactive and assume risk through their staff (Montoro-Sánchez and Ribeiro-Soriano 2011). The EEB is
a type of extra-role behavior that impacts the course of the organization (Neessen et al. 2019). Actually,
employees are the ones who make the entrepreneurial activities succeed (Tang et al. 2015). The EEB
from the studied INVs operationalizes producing innovations and improvements on products and
processes, being more effective and efficient at work and bringing about new business ventures. Those
outcomes contribute to the success of the INV improving the competitive position of the company.
The entrepreneur knows that investing in the employees can result in getting the advantage of the
innovative and proactive behaviors that will emanate from them. That is, the entrepreneur uses the
EEB to strengthen the firm’s EO to guarantee the success of his INV (Lee et al. 2011; Lau et al. 2012;
Blanka 2018; Mustafa et al. 2018). For example, the entrepreneur from INV B took advantage of an
intra-entrepreneurial case, where an employee proposed him a new venture.

These findings are not unexpected in a type of company as INVs are, which precisely outstand
because of a remarkable EO. It seems, that this may be one of the key factors, which better could
explain the success of INVs. Actually, the literature already suggests that there are practices, which are
core in the HR systems for achieving the desired strategic objectives of the companies operating in
a certain sector (De Grip and Sieben 2009; Boon et al. 2019), and the decisions about HRM seem to
be the most important ones for getting an organizational EO (Morris and Jones 1993; Hayton 2005;
Ribeiro-Soriano and Urbano 2010).
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Additionally, the findings have shown that synergic effects appear among the practices, which the
entrepreneur implements for getting the EEB. This is consistent with the literature, which recommends
synergic relationships, as the impact of HR practices seem to be bigger when they are interrelated
(Jiang et al. 2012; Boon et al. 2019). The studied INVs are newly created organizations, where the top
manager has no previous experience in HRM. Therefore, the entrepreneur can implement the needed
practices, which are adapted to the nuances of his organization. Undoubtedly, the personality of the
entrepreneur is projected on the design of the system of practices, which he must implement to achieve
the wished outcomes in the employee. Therefore, the entrepreneur aims to implement practices, which
complement each other in the pursuit of entrepreneurial behaviors and are in line with the strategic
orientation of the firm.

From a managerial point of view, it is interesting that the entrepreneurs from INVs strongly
accentuate those practices, which are intended to grant the employee the opportunity to perform in his
work. Thus, the entrepreneurs promote the involvement of the employee in the whole organizational
project, with the aim that the employee feels the company like the own one. However, it is also necessary
that the employee can have the opportunity to develop and contribute with his effort to the success of
the company. The entrepreneur’s investment in practices related to the AMO opportunity dimension
seems to pay off generating in the employee an extra-role behavior, which provides the company
with innovations and proactive actions. This EEB reinforces the entrepreneur’s EO contributing to the
success of the company. Hence, managers are advised to invest in practices, which will provide the
employees with the opportunity to contribute their expected and extra-role performance to guarantee
the success of the INV. Recommended HR practices are communication, autonomy, and participation in
decision-making, among others. Of course, many other practices related to providing the company with
appropriate employees, who show an entrepreneurial vision, and developing them with appropriate
training will help to get the EEB. A bundle of HR interrelated practices, rather than practices in isolation,
seem to be more effective in getting entrepreneurial outcomes from the employee. The reason is that
certain practices present synergic effects when they are implemented together. Besides, the same
outcome may be achieved through different practices. For example, managers can motivate employees
offering them the opportunity to participate in decision-making processes. It seems that there is no
specific combination of practices, which can be ideal for all companies, as the context where they are
applied matters. Thus, managers should study the best combination of HR practices, which better
adapts to their organization and produces the desired outcome in the employees. If the managers have
got a clear orientation towards the employee, they can get information about the needed practices to
be implemented and the best way to do it. In this process, it is very important to receive continuous
feedback from the staff, which can orientate the manager about the quality of the decisions he is taking
regarding the HRM.

6. Limitations and Future Research

The planned objective studying the HR practices in the INVs suggested that the most suitable
research methodology to follow was the case study which, as other techniques do, implies certain
limitations. This research limited to companies situated in three Spanish provinces situated on the
East coast. The physical concentration of the selected cases may suppose certain bias, as in that region
particular norms or legislation may be applied, which can conditionate entrepreneurs to implement
specific practices. Thus, one of the investigated firms took advantage of financial local government
funds granted for employee training. The seven participating companies were located in technological
parks and operating in the high technology sector, which may have specific peculiarities, although
this sector is were more INVs can be generally found. That is, in the geographical and sectoral
concentration may take place in a certain manner to manage human resources, which may not exist
in other environments. For example, in high technology industries, small companies competing in
foreign markets tend to invest more in employee training (Morley et al. 2016). Considering that all
interviewed companies, except D, were located in technological parks related to nearby universities,
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with which they had relationships, it may conditionate the way entrepreneurs manage their employees,
too. For example, those companies exchanged information with the universities about the recruitment
of new employees.

Further, the collection of information was mainly made through personal interviews, assisted by
a guideline. It may be possible that the guideline was too structured and couldn’t allow the managers
or employees to freely speak their thoughts out. For example, using academic terminology in the
questions may induce an employee to use that same terminology in his answers. Or, the employee may
disguise that he didn’t properly understand the question and doesn’t want to reveal certain ignorance
on that matter.

As earlier related, every interview was audio-recorded and later transcribed to accurately fix the
interviewee’s thoughts. However, there were certain cases where it was difficult to decoder some
words, because of the environmental noise or uncomplete employee pronunciation. Fortunately, there
were only a few such cases. Furthermore, the temporary limitation of each interview may not permit
the researcher to collect the full wished information.

Although the collaboration was high, some of the participants were reluctant to be further
contacted. Moreover, it was difficult to get a second interview. Therefore, the missing data had
to be collected by phone or electronic mail. Also, for some subjects, it was difficult to access the
information, as the relationship between investigator and participant needed time to build up and get
confidence. For example, getting specific details about an HRM process implemented in the company.
Firstly, the subjects addressed in the interviews were delicate, as it referred to the way an entrepreneur
manages human resources in his company, and secondly, employees were to speak about factors,
which may influence their performance, attitude, and behavior. This may cause informational bias.
For example, an entrepreneur may want to speak very well about the way he manages his employees.
Or, an employee may praise his superior’s management. Actually, it was observed that in a few cases
the worker did not seem to be honestly speaking how he feels in his work, instead of about how
the company expects to hear he feels. In the interviews, there may appear indices that reveal such
situations, as the interviewee alters his nervous estate in some parts of the conversation, not knowing
what to say or criticize. Also, the interviewee showed opposite meanings, even, assuring something
and later playing that assertion down. Fortunately, there were only a few of those cases. In these
cases, the followed strategy by the interviewer was to come back to those matters, once he had gained
confidence with the interviewee, and the latter showed evidence of relaxation and accommodation to
the interview.

In this sense, the small quantity of workers in each company means that everybody knows his
co-workers very well and suggested to anonymize the obtained data to avoid later possible reprisals
by the managers. Therefore, some interviewees looked unquiet, which could lead to informational
bias. However, it was important to gain confidence with the interviewee guarantying anonymity and
providing him with a relaxed, cordial, transparent and collaborative ambient.

Also, the interviews were carried out by only one investigator, which may limit the in-situ
interpretation of data and miss other points of view from additional researchers, which could enrich
the dialogue.

Finally, the impossibility of interviewing the whole staff in the organization may limit the
information, as not all opinions are collected. In the same way, the study cannot be aware of all the
details which happen in a company.

Although the investigation has got limitations, it can provide us with details about the HRM
in INVs, on which future research can base. Thus, the findings can be tested by quantitative means
within the INV population to contrast and extend theory on this sort of organization. In this case,
future researches can address other sectors and regions, with different locations of companies and
organizational features. The quantitative methodology may enable the investigator to find out the
importance of each practice on employee performance and his contribution to the organizational EO.
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Also, it can be interesting testing the synergic impact of the practices applied in these firms, and their
contribution to employee performance.
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Abstract: The ability to internationalize has become a competitive necessity for many firms, and one
important for survival and growth in the era of globalization. At the same time, digitalization is
transforming the locus of entrepreneurial opportunities and entrepreneurial practices, thus offering
new perspectives on internationalization. Internationalization requires marketing capability as well as
market orientation. However, there is a gap in the literature exploring the interplay of digitalization,
market orientation and marketing capability in the internationalization process. The objective of the
present study is to improve our understanding of (1) the impact of market orientation, marketing
capability and digitalization on firm performance among small- and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs)
and (2) the differences in this impact between internationalized SMEs and SMEs operating only in
domestic markets. The data were gathered from 101 Finnish SMEs in the wood-product industry,
and analyzed with AMOS using path analysis. The results show that marketing capability mediates
the effect of market orientation on firm performance. For internationalized firms, market orientation
and marketing capability are crucial to their success in foreign markets. However, digitalization
has no effect on firm performance with internationalized firms. With other firms, the effect is direct
and significant.

Keywords: market orientation; marketing capability; digitalization; internationalization; SME

1. Introduction

The ability to internationalize has become a competitive necessity for many firms, and
one enabling survival and growth in the era of globalization (Raymond and St-Pierre 2011).
The process of internationalization in small- and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) is a learning
process (Schweizer 2012) and requires bundles of capabilities. Marketing capability in particular
(Pham et al. 2017) but also market orientation affect export performance, the latter providing the basis
for a firm’s commitment to external markets (Knight and Cavusgil 2004). Previous research suggests
that the effect of market orientation on business performance is positive across contexts characterized
by varying levels of market turbulence, technological turbulence and competitive intensity (Kohli 2017).
However, more research is needed to understand the interplay of market orientation and marketing
capability in the context of internationalization.

At the same time, digitalization is transforming the locus of entrepreneurial opportunities
and entrepreneurial practices (Autio 2017), thus offering new perspectives on internationalization.
Autio (2017) argues, that the effect of digitalization creates opportunities for existing SMEs to
proactively rethink both their internal and external interactions and how they co-create, deliver,
and capture value in their interactions with customers, partners, suppliers, and internal stakeholders.
Digital technologies can be used to extend, enhance, and enrich boundary-spanning interactions in
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virtually any new venture or small- and medium-sized enterprise. Thus, it is important to consider the
effects of digitalization on the internationalization of SMEs.

The context of this research is the wood-product industry in Finland, a sector that has seen major
turbulence in recent years. Internationalization has been seen as a way to survive and grow. The degree
of internationalization varies across sectors within the industry: Kettunen (2013) revealed that the
export share was over 50 percent in the sawmill sector, whereas in the other sectors it was usually
under 10 percent. For SMEs operating in the wood product industry, it is vital to learn how to succeed
in international markets.

There is still a gap in the literature that explores the interplay of market orientation and marketing
capability in the internationalization process. The effect of market orientation and marketing capability
on firm performance within international markets is not well researched especially with SMEs as the
subject. In addition, digitalization is transforming the ways of operating in international markets but
the phenomenon is somewhat unexplored with SMEs. This research contributes to the literature in three
important ways. First, it analyzes the effects of market orientation and marketing capability on firm
performance with internationalized firms. Second, the study brings new knowledge about the effect of
digitalization on firm performance with international markets, and third, it examines the interplay of
market orientation, marketing capability and digitalization in the context of internationalized SMEs.

The objective of the present study is to improve our understanding of (1) the impact of
market orientation, marketing capability and digitalization on firm performance with SMEs and
(2) the differences in this impact between internationalized SMEs and SMEs operating only in
domestic markets.

2. Theoretical Framework

2.1. Market Orientation and Marketing Capability

Market orientation (MO) can be interpreted from two perspectives: the cultural perspective or
the behavioral perspective (Armario et al. 2008). Narver and Slater (1990) define MO as the basis of
marketing and strategic planning orienting the company toward the creation and delivery of superior
value for its customers. This definition represents the cultural perspective. Kohli and Jaworski (1990)
in contrast, define MO from the behavioral perspective as the organization-wide generation of
market intelligence, entailing the processes of a firm implementing marketing concepts in practice
(Kohli et al. 1993). In addition, Kohli and Jaworski (1990) identify three phases in the process:
(1) generating market information from customer’s present and future needs; (2) sharing market
knowledge within the firm and (3) addressing customers’ present and future needs. These two
perspectives are complementary: organizational culture generates capabilities and these capabilities
are exhibited in certain market-oriented behaviors (Armario et al. 2008).

Narver and Slater (1990) categorize MO into three different elements: customer orientation,
competitor orientation and inter-functional coordination. Customer and competitor orientation refer to
the active generation of information from customers and competitors through monitoring market needs
and desires. Inter-functional coordination refers to the firm´s ability to disseminate this information
throughout the firm in a way that creates value for the customer through products and services.
Later research has suggested a fourth element, consumer orientation, to be added in MO when
operating in consumer markets (Coley et al. 2010).

Empirical evidence suggests that the effect of MO on business performance is positive
across contexts characterized by varying levels of market turbulence, technological turbulence and
competitive intensity (Cano et al. 2004; Kirca et al. 2005; Kohli 2017). Market orientation can be related
to business performance either directly or indirectly (e.g., Verhoef et al. 2011; Narver and Slater 1990;
Pelham 2000; Matsuno et al. 2002). In addition, Spillan et al. (2013) established that this relationship
between MO and performance can also be found in microenterprises.
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The concept of marketing capability has its basis in the resource-based view (RBV), in which
a firm is viewed as a bundle of resources, and competitive advantage is based on possession of
valuable and rare resources (Barney 1991). The performance differences among firms result from
resources which may be firms’ assets or capabilities that can be used to create inimitable internal
capabilities (Murray et al. 2011). These capabilities are critical in international markets resulting in a
firm accruing a competitive advantage (Leiblein and Reuer 2004). The RBV was later complemented
by a view emphasizing dynamic capabilities (DC), which highlights the ability of a firm to adjust its
processes so as to utilize resources effectively in a dynamic business environment. The DC views
competitive advantage as stemming not just from resources but from new resource configurations
based on dynamic capabilities (Cavusgil et al. 2007).

For market-oriented firms, the capabilities connected to understanding the markets and customers
are central to creating a competitive advantage (Day 1994). Srivastava et al. (2001) emphasize the
creation of customer value based on knowledge and relationship resources within the innovation,
value chain and customer relationship management processes. As markets become increasingly
complex, dynamic capabilities are also increasingly important: the ability to learn from market
information, to experiment flexibly and to market in a way that builds relationships (Day 2011).
The complexity of markets increases when entering foreign contexts and thus, the value of marketing
capabilities becomes even more important. Murray et al. (2011) examined the effect of marketing
capabilities on export performance and divided the capabilities into six categories: market intelligence
capability, product development capability, export pricing capability, export promotion capability,
export distribution capability, and after-sales service capability. The same study found that engagement
in market intelligence, product development, price setting and promotional activities have a positive
payoff, but there is less need for exporters to nurture after-sales service and distribution capabilities.
This shows that different aspects of marketing capability are more important in foreign markets.

Market orientation is a resource that is valuable, rare and difficult to imitate. It is considered one of a
firm’s internal capabilities, one which can create a sustainable competitive advantage (Hult et al. 2005;
Zhou et al. 2008). Market orientation and marketing capabilities are complementary assets that contribute
to superior firm performance; MO as a key market-based asset, and firms’ marketing capabilities as a key
market-relating deployment mechanism (Morgan et al. 2009). Vorhies and Harker (2000) found that firms
with high MO also had higher levels of the six marketing capabilities, these being: marketing research,
product development, pricing, distribution, promotion and marketing management. Market orientation
is a valuable and rare resource, but in order to drive firm performance, it requires complementary
capabilities to be fully deployed (Teece 2007).

Based on the theory, we suggest our first hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1. Both MO and marketing capability have a positive impact on firm performance.

2.2. Digitalization

Autio (2017) argues that digitalization is transforming entrepreneurship in two ways. The first
transformation is the shifting locus of entrepreneurial opportunities in the economy and the second
is the transformation of entrepreneurial practices. The current wave of digitalization is considered
the third or fourth industrial revolution, or the second machine age (Valenduc and Vendramin 2017).
Autio (2017) uses the term “digital disruption” to describe the transformative impact produced by
digital technologies and infrastructures on how business, economy, and society operate. Such digital
disruption creates opportunities for SMEs for growth and internationalization.

The development of automation enabled by robotics and artificial intelligence brings the
promise of higher productivity levels, and also of improved efficiencies, safety, and convenience
(McKinsey Global Institute 2017). These digital technologies also transform the world of work, creating
entirely new types of digital or virtual labor, both paid and unpaid (Valenduc and Vendramin 2017).
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Digitalization will transform the demand for labor, skill requirements, work organization, income
volatility and tax bases (Jepsen and Drahokoupil 2017). New capabilities are required both of employees
and of firms trying to grow in the digitalized world.

Digital technologies transform the value-creation logic. As Autio and Thomas (2016) argue, these
technologies “boost the value co-creating ability of those interactions by enhancing (through easier
accessibility and efficiency), extending (beyond the core exchange of goods and services) and enriching
them (through greater data intensity).” This makes digital affordances a potent driver of business
model innovation.

Joensuu-Salo et al. (2017) found that despite the opportunities digitalization provides, it is not yet
an integral part of Finnish SMEs, in that only a few firms had digitalized their production or developed
new revenue models. However, digitalization had a positive effect on firm performance, especially
that related to business development. The benefits gained from digitalization influenced image
and brand development, customer acquisition, development in customer service and development
in competitiveness. A third of the responding firms noted effects on new business opportunities,
closer stakeholder relationships and enhancement of business processes.

Kohli (2017) argues, that digitalization has an effect on MO through transforming the generation
of market intelligence, the dissemination of market intelligence and responsiveness to such market
intelligence. The generation of market intelligence has become faster, easier and cheaper through
digitalization, and new technologies make it feasible to enrich and develop market intelligence while
disseminating it. In addition, digital technologies have made it easier for businesses to respond quickly
to the reactions of customers and competitors. Therefore, digitalization transforms the ways in which
MO is deployed.

Based on the theory, we suggest the following:

Hypothesis 2. Digitalization has a positive impact on firm performance.

2.3. Internationalization

The international business literature recognizes that internationalization is one of the most
important sources of firm growth and improved performance (Lu and Beamish 2001). The ability
to internationalize has become a competitive necessity for many firms, enabling their survival and
growth under conditions of globalization and in the midst of the knowledge economy. There is no
single theory to explain the internationalization of the firm. Among the most powerful theories
is the RBV, which argues that when firms follow a global strategy, they favor high-control modes,
especially if they possess valuable resources and capabilities (Ekeledo and Sivakumar 2004). Researches
have used the RBV to focus on entrepreneurial capabilities as critical factors in the firm's attaining
competitive advantage (Hsu and Pereira 2008). The RBV relies on two fundamental assertions: resource
heterogeneity and resource immobility.

With the advent of globalization and the knowledge economy, the strategic capabilities that enable
the internationalization of SMEs became an important issue. SMEs are usually limited in their resources
and international experience. Strategy and entrepreneurship scholars argue that firms succeed by
building and retaining a competitive advantage. For example, Ireland et al. (2003) integrated theories
from the strategy and entrepreneurship disciplines to explain how firms develop and sustain these
advantages. They noted that firms succeed by identifying and exploiting new opportunities and by
deploying their resources in ways that allow them to create value. Some of these opportunities lie in
the foreign markets, requiring strategies that leverage SMEs’ skills and capabilities.

Knight and Cavusgil (2004) suggest that MO provides the basis for a firm’s commitment to
external markets. Market orientation can be internalized in a firm’s internationalization process, and it
is one of the antecedents of internationalization particularly when (1) MO develops and promotes
learning processes in foreign markets; and (2) firms with a strong MO develop strong marketing
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capabilities, such as distribution networks, market knowledge and customer relationships, which
provide the firm with a special knowledge of foreign markets (Wright et al. 2007). Armario et al. (2008)
suggest that a direct positive relationship exists between MO and a strategy of internationalization,
and that the effect of MO on performance in foreign markets is moderated by knowledge acquisition
and market commitment. For all firms, the challenge is to sustain competitive advantage in a changing
environment (Tallott and Hilliard 2016). Teece et al. (1997) propose dynamic capabilities can explain
how firms respond to change through the ability to integrate, build and reconfigure internal and
external resources and competencies. Dynamic capabilities are “the capacity of an organization to
purposefully create, extend, and modify its resource base” (Helfat et al. 2007).

Organizational learning has been studied as a key factor in firm performance and
internationalization. Weerawardena et al. (2015) found that MO and its relation to innovation have a
joint effect on early internationalization. That study proposed a model where early internationalizing
firms employ dual subsystems of dynamic capabilities: a market-focused learning capability and
marketing capability, and a socio-technical subsystem comprised of network learning capability and
internally focused learning capability. Researchers found that market-focused learning and marketing
capability operate in one subsystem that not only allows learning from markets but also relates such
learning to enhanced marketing capability, enabling firms to rapidly take their products to market.
Similarly, the socio-technical subsystem, involving internal learning capability and network learning
capability, provides new knowledge configurations to develop cutting edge market offerings to address
customer needs identified through market learning.

Since its inception in the 1970’s, research on international expansion has focused on explaining
the slow and incremental internationalization process. Since the late 1980’s on, researchers have
increasingly scrutinized small firms that operated internationally early in their existence despite
limited resources and capabilities. Examples of such firms have been identified in industries including
high-technology, software, art, and craft. Over the past twenty years, the pace of globalization
has increased rapidly, and technological and economic developments seem to allow SMEs to break
into world markets more easily and at lower costs. In particular, information and communication
technologies have significantly reduced the costs of operating on a global scale, notably through digital
channels for cross-border supply (e.g., e-commerce). Moreover, the fragmentation of production is
opening new opportunities for SMEs to participate in international trade, as smaller firms may be
more readily able to export “tasks” along global value chains than final products (Lejarraga et al. 2014)
In addition, digital platforms have changed the way in which firms operate across borders.

Although researchers have extended the understanding of the variety of factors affecting
SME internationalization, MO and marketing capabilities have not been the focus of such
research. Digitalization, on the other hand, could be described as a new “game changer” in the
internationalization of SMEs worldwide. Digitalization offers new opportunities in foreign markets
while at the same time increasing competition in the home market. To achieve a competitive advantage,
a company must be aware of changes in a market utilizing digital tools, and also be capable of
responding to those changes through digitalization. This requires learning and dynamic capabilities.

Based on the theory, we suggest:

Hypothesis 3. The impacts of market orientation, marketing capability and digitalization vary across
internationalized firms and firms operating only in their domestic markets.

3. Methodology

A questionnaire was distributed to 504 (=N) customer firms of Finnish Forest Centre during
spring 2016. The Forest Centre is a state-funded organization tasked with collecting and sharing data
realted to Finland’s forests and enforcing forestry legislation. All the firms were SMEs located either
in Southern Ostrobothnia or in Central Ostrobothnia in Finland, and registered as operating in the
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field of wood production industry. When the firms of retired entrepreneurs and firms that had gone
bankrupt were removed from the original N, the potential group of respondents was reduced from 504
to 363. We received 101 answers, a response rate of 28 percent. 31 percent of the respondents were
active in international markets, 69 percent only in their domestic markets.

3.1. Measurement Constructs

Market orientation was measured using a 20-item MARKOR-scale (Kohli et al. 1993;
Farrell and Oczkowski 1997). Cronbach’s alpha for the measurement instrument was 0.77. Marketing
capabilities were measured against eight capabilities: market research, pricing, product/service
development, distribution, marketing communications, marketing planning and management,
customer relations and branding. Capabilities concerning market research, pricing, product/service
development, distribution, marketing communications and marketing management were measured
using items from Vorhies and Harker (2000). To measure customer relations and branding, items from
Vorhies et al. (2011) were added. The final instrument consisted of 24 items. Cronbach’s alpha was
0.94. A 7-point Likert scale was used.

Business performance was measured by a 10-item instrument reported by Chapman and Kihn (2009),
which is based on that of Govindarajan and Fisher (1990). For this study, the original measurement
instrument was adapted to suit Finnish SMEs. The final instrument uses nine items and covers
non-financial and financial factors. The items relate to profit, equity ratio, liquidity, turnover, development
of new products, market share, market development, personnel development and political-public affairs.
Respondents were asked to rate their business performance relative to competitors during the past three
years on a 5-point Likert scale. Cronbach’s alpha was 0.88.

Digitalization was measured using a 7-item instrument, developed for the current research.
The firms were asked to indicate (with yes or no) whether they applied the any of the forms
of digitalization on a list in their business (yes or no). The forms listed were, (1) Web pages;
(2) Social media; (3) Cloud services; (4) Digital communication with stakeholders; (5) Web commerce;
(6) Industrial Internet of Things; and (7) Big data. For the analysis, we computed a variable that
indicates how many forms of digitalization the firm uses. The responses indicate that 18.8 percent used
none of the forms, 18.8 percent used one form, 24.8 percent used two forms, 15.8 percent used three
forms, 12.9 percent used four forms, 7.9 percent used five forms, 1 percent used six forms, and none of
the firms used all seven forms of digitalization. This variable was then converted to a natural logarithm
because we were interested in the relative change in digitalization rather than the absolute change.

3.2. Initial Analysis

Data were analyzed using SPSS 22-software and AMOS. The normality of the scales was tested
using the Kolmogorov-Smirnov and Shapiro-Wilk-tests, which showed that all the variables in
our model were normally distributed. Variance inflation factor values were checked to exclude
multicollinearity. In addition, homoscedasticity and the normality of residuals were examined. Table 1
presents the correlation results for the studied variables.

Table 1. Correlation results for the studied variables.

(1) (2) (3) (4)

PERFORMANCE (1) 1
MARKET ORIENTATION (2) 0.419 *** 1

MARKETING CAPABILITY (3) 0.443 *** 0.767 *** 1
DIGITALIZATION (4) 0.278 * 0.311 ** 0.239 * 1

*, **, *** indicates significance at the 90%, 95%, and 99% level, respectively.
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Table 2 presents the mean values of MO, marketing capability, digitalization and firm performance
for internationalized firms and firms operating only in their domestic markets. The difference in means
was tested with a t-test. None of the mean values differ between internationalized firms and firms
operating in domestic markets. The mean values of market orientation and digitalization are somewhat
higher with internationalized firms although the difference is not statistically significant.

Table 2. Mean values, (standard deviations) and probability values (t-test) of variables.

Internationalized
Firms

Firms Operating on
Domestic Markets

p

PERFORMANCE 3.1 (0.8) 3.1 (0.8) 0.774
MARKET ORIENTATION 4.6 (0.8) 4.2 (0.83) 0.073

MARKETING CAPABILITY 4.1 (1.0) 4.0 (1.0) 0.599
DIGITALIZATION 0.9 (0.5) 0.8 (0.6) 0.431

Linear regression analysis was undertaken to test the relationships between variables. A series
of multiple regression analysis tests showed that MO had a direct effect on performance, but when
marketing capability was added into the model, the effect disappeared: The effect suggests mediation
(Baron and Kenny 1986). Digitalization had a direct effect on performance. Because the results from
the regression analysis showed a possible mediation, path analysis was conducted using AMOS.
Path analysis is an extension of the regression model that permits the additional testing of indirect
paths and chains of influence (Streiner 2005). The strength of path analysis is its ability to decompose
the relationships among variables and to test the credibility of a theoretical perspective (or model).
We tested a model where marketing capability fully mediates the effect of MO and in addition, where
digitalization has a direct effect on performance. This model was based on the theoretical assumptions
and the initial analysis. The final model was tested separately for firms operating only in domestic
markets and for those operating in international markets. Goodness of fit measures as suggested
by Byrne (2010), were used for model evaluation: comparative fit index (CFI) values greater than
0.90, normal fit index (NFI) values greater than 0.95 and root mean square error of approximation
(RMSEA) values less than 0.08, a chi-square value with an insignificant result set at a 0.05 threshold
and X2/degrees of freedom ratios of less than 3.0. Figure 1 presents the theoretical model to be tested.

 

Digitalization 

Market orientation Marketing capability 

Firm Performance 

Figure 1. Theoretical model.

4. Results

4.1. Model for Internationalized Firms

Table 3 presents the estimates, standard errors, critical ratios and probability values for the tested
model. With internationalized firms, marketing capability fully mediates the effect of MO. Market
orientation has a significant and direct effect on marketing capability (standardized regression weight
0.86). The standardized indirect effect on performance is also significant (0.49). Marketing capability
has a direct effect on performance (standardized regression weight 0.65), and therefore Hypothesis 1 is
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supported. However, digitalization has no significant effect on firm performance, and accordingly,
Hypothesis 2 is not supported in the case of internationalized firms.

Table 3. Estimated values, standard errors (S.E.) critical ratios (C.R.) and probability values (p) for the
path model (internationalized firms).

Estimate S.E. C.R. p

Marketing capability ← Market orientation 1.101 0.125 8.828 ***
Performance ← Marketing capability 0.447 0.100 4.487 ***
Performance ← Digitalization −0.363 0.212 −1.712 0.087

*** indicates significance at the 99% level, respectively.

The model explains 43 percent of the variance in firm performance and 74 percent of the variance in
marketing capability. The model fit values are excellent: CFI 1.00, NFI 0.99, RMSEA 0.000, a chi-square
value with an insignificant result of 0.670 and X2/degrees of freedom of 0.400. Figure 2 presents the
standardized values for the tested model.

Figure 2. Standardized values for the tested model with internationalized firms. *** indicates
significance at the 99% level, respectively.

4.2. Model for Firms Operating Only in Their Domestic Markets

Table 4 presents the estimates, standard errors, critical ratios and probability values for the tested
model. In the case of firms operating only in their domestic markets, marketing capability fully
mediates the effect of MO. Market orientation has a significant and direct effect on marketing capability
(standardized regression weight 0.73). The standardized indirect effect of MO on performance is also
significant (0.21). Marketing capability has a direct effect on performance (standardized regression
weight 0.28). Hypothesis 1 is also supported in the case of firms operating in their domestic markets.
In addition, digitalization has a significant effect on firm performance (standardized regression weight
0.35). Hence, Hypothesis 2 is supported in the case of firms operating in their domestic markets.

Table 4. Estimated values, standard errors (S.E.) critical ratios (C.R.) and probability values (P) for the
path model (firms operating in their domestic markets).

Estimate S.E. C.R. p

Marketing capability ← Market orientation 0.883 0.101 8.715 ***
Performance ← Marketing capability 0.212 0.086 2.455 *
Performance ← Digitalization 0.459 0.156 2.943 **

*, **, *** indicates significance at the 90%, 95%, and 99% level, respectively.

The model explains 25 percent of the variance in firm performance and 54 percent of the variance in
marketing capability. The model fit values are excellent: CFI 0.99, NFI 0.97, RMSEA 0.058, a chi-square

76



Adm. Sci. 2018, 8, 31

value with an insignificant result 0.293 and X2/degrees of freedom 1.228. Figure 3 presents the
standardized values for the tested model.

Figure 3. Standardized values for the tested model with firms operating only in their domestic markets.
*, **, *** indicates significance at the 90%, 95%, and 99% level, respectively.

The findings support Hypothesis 3. The impacts of MO, marketing capability and digitalization
on firm performance vary between internationalized firms and firms operating only in their domestic
markets. Digitalization affects firm performance among firms operating in their domestic markets but
not among internationalized firms. Market orientation and marketing capability both have either a
direct or an indirect effect on firm performance with both types of firms. However, the effect is much
stronger with internationalized firms.

5. Discussion

The objective of this study was to improve our understanding of the impact of MO, marketing
capability and digitalization on firm performance with SMEs and also to assess the difference in that
impact as it applied to internationalized SMEs and SMEs operating only in their domestic markets.
With internationalized firms marketing capability fully mediates the effects of MO on firm performance.
This is in line with the findings of Murray et al. (2011), showing that marketing capabilities mediate
the market orientation–performance relationship. Marketing capability has a direct effect and MO an
indirect effect through marketing capability on firm performance. Hypothesis 1 was supported both
with internationalized firms, and firms operating only in their domestic markets. The effects of MO and
marketing capability on firm performance were even stronger in the internationalized setting, hence
supporting Hypothesis 3. It seems that in international markets the importance of MO and marketing
capability is heightened. The model is able to explain as much as 43 percent of the variance in firm
performance. Evidently, marketing capability and MO are crucial factors for a firm wanting to succeed
in international markets. It is important to understand that MO has potential value, but only if a firm
takes appropriate strategic actions to capitalize on MO can it create a competitive advantage to deliver
stronger performance (Ketchen et al. 2007). The finding supports the argument of Murray et al. (2011)
that the development of appropriate marketing capabilities, derived from MO, may be contingent on
the demand condition and the level of competition in the dynamic export market.

In this research, digitalization had no effect on the performance of internationalized firms.
However, the effect was significant with firms operating in their domestic markets. Hence, Hypothesis 2
was not supported with internationalized firms, but supported with firms operating only in their
domestic markets. This finding also supports Hypothesis 3. The finding intriguing because
digitalization has been argued to be a new way of reaching foreign markets. It could be that the
tools of digitalization are more difficult to utilize fully in the context of a foreign culture. With firms
operating in their domestic markets, digitalization had a significant effect on firm performance. It seems
that operating in a more familiar market makes it to exploit the positive effects of digitalization.
The dynamic capabilities (DC) concept suggests that digitalization is a potential asset but one requiring
a firm to be able to adjust its processes so as to utilize this resource effectively in a dynamic business
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environment. These findings suggest that firms require heightened levels of this ability when operating
in foreign markets.

As is the case with internationalized firms, marketing capability fully mediates the effects of MO
on firm performance with firms operating only in their domestic markets. Marketing capability does
have a direct effect on firm performance but the effect is far smaller than it is with internationalized
firms. This study confirms the view of Morgan et al. (2009) of MO as a key market-based asset,
and firms’ marketing capabilities as a key market-relating deployment mechanism. In foreign markets,
which can be considered more complex, the ability to deploy MO through marketing capabilities
becomes even more important. In addition, by operating in foreign markets, firms have enhanced
learning opportunities to develop more diverse capabilities than are available to purely domestic firms.

In this research, the RBVis the main theoretical background. It focuses on the SMEs’ strategic
capabilities as primary determinants of internationalization outcomes. From the point of view of
internationalization, the theoretical background could be broadened through the application of
contingency theory and the configuration approach. The first focuses on how the capabilities interrelate
and combine to achieve outcomes, most often performance, and the second on whether the “best”
outcome may be obtained through one or more combinations of capabilities, when the potential of
digitalization should be utilized in the context of internationalization.

This study has some limitations. First, the data comes from one country and from one industry,
which inevitably limits the generalizability of the results. However, the findings on MO and marketing
capability are in line with previous research (i.e., Murray et al. 2011). Second, there are more firms
operating in their domestic markets than in the international markets in the data set. This correctly
represents the situation of the industry in the region of Southern Ostrobothnia in Finland but limits
the interpretation of the findings. Despite these limitations, this study offers new knowledge on the
capabilities required of SMEs trying to succeed in international markets. Nevertheless, future research
should aim to extend the understanding of the interplay of MO, marketing capability and digitalization.
One option would be to repeat the study in a different industrial setting. Future studies should also
delve more deeply into digitalization in the context of foreign markets; the relative lack of impact found
here suggests the presence of barriers to utilization that are not yet fully understood. If Kohli (2017)
argument on transformation of MO holds true, digital capabilities are inevitably also going to make a
difference to performance in foreign markets. It is possible however that the capabilities needed to
successfully deploy digital tools are different in foreign markets and less easily acquired. A qualitative
study on the practical applications and difficulties of digitalization in a variety of firms operating in
international markets might provide some insights.
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Abstract: Australian Indigenous entrepreneurship and entrepreneurship education represents
a significant opportunity for Indigenous people to enhance their entrepreneurial skills, in turn
building vibrant Indigenous-led economies that support sustainable economic development and
social well-being. This study is the first of its kind to explore the conceptualization of a framework
of Australian Indigenous entrepreneurship education ecosystems. The purpose is to provide
emergent inquiry and participatory action research into entrepreneurship education ecosystems,
enabling the expansion of Indigenous research and practice; with the objective of delineating specific
fundamentals associated with Indigenous entrepreneurs, such as limitations in social, human, and
financial capital. We include and integrate Australian Indigenous value perspectives, including
Indigenous knowledge, wisdom, and resilience, as well as the cultural captivity of entrepreneurship
and Indigenous culture. The addition to the body of knowledge provides practical implications
and a framework to the benefit of all ecosystem participants, including entrepreneurship educators,
Indigenous entrepreneurs, policy-makers, training suppliers, and dynamic institutional participants,
such as incubators, accelerators, and community development initiatives.

Keywords: Australian Indigenous entrepreneurship; entrepreneurship education; and entrepreneurship
education ecosystems

1. Introduction

Australian Indigenous entrepreneurship research and practice has received somewhat scant
and under-researched exposure and prominence when compared to mainstream (non-Indigenous)
entrepreneurship (Bodle et al. 2018; Colbourne 2018; Fuller et al. 2014; Foley 2013). This is particularly
the case when considering Indigenous entrepreneurship education and entrepreneurship education
ecosystems (Anderson et al. 2006; Bajada and Trayler 2014; Foley 2006; Maritz 2017; Belitski and Heron
2017). This study is a first of its kind to explore the conceptualization of a framework of Australian
Indigenous entrepreneurship education ecosystems (IEEE).

Whilst the literature on mainstream entrepreneurship and ecosystem integration has developed
significantly over the past decade or two, this has not been the case within the context of Indigenous
entrepreneurship (Roundy 2017; Foley 2017). Foley (2012) postulates that Australian Indigenous
entrepreneurship is fundamentally flawed, in that most initiatives are not developed or implemented
by Indigenous people. Since indications are that the experiences of Indigenous entrepreneurs
are markedly different to the mainstream or non-Indigenous entrepreneur (Foley 2006; Wood and
Davidson 2011), the social and economic disadvantages confronted by many Indigenous Australians
are well-known and understood (Bajada and Trayler 2014), it stands to reason that the entrepreneur
and ecosystem integration will also be markedly different. Furthermore, studies have highlighted
significant value differences when comparing traditional management education and Indigenous
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education (Verbos et al. 2011), highlighting the need for specific IEEEs. This is the motivation to
proceed with this study, using emergent inquiry and action research as guiding methods.

To further amplify the dimensions of Indigenous entrepreneurship, Colbourne (2018) identified
unique descriptions associated with dimensions like community, spirituality, and sustainability.
He even placed emphasis on a re-definition of entrepreneurship from the perspective of Indigenous
community and its particular socioeconomic organization, incorporating a unique blend of Indigenous
economic and socio-ecological factors. These inferences often associate with social entrepreneurship
(Roundy 2017; Anderson et al. 2006). The context of Australian Indigenous entrepreneurship includes
both the community-based “business” or undertaking, the community-based not-for-profit delivering
a service, and the commercial capitalist enterprise (Foley and Hunter 2013). For the purpose of this
paper, we have simplified all of these different enterprises, as they all strive for Indigenous economic
and socio-ecological improvement, and all adhere to the principles of IEEE.

This research comes at a good and opportune time, identifying that the Australian Indigenous
unemployment rate sits at just 46 percent, 36 percent in remote areas (KPMG 2016). The notion of
stimulating the growth and success of Indigenous businesses, thereby creating employment and
adding economic and social value (Foley 2008a) is a proposed outcome, of this study. The link to
IEEEs mirrors the correlation of an increase in Indigenous employment with higher levels of education
(Spencer et al. 2016), notwithstanding outcomes associated to cultural captivity of entrepreneurship
(Paredo and Mclean 2010), inclusive development (Verbos et al. 2011), Indigenous knowledge
(Fitzgibbons and Humphries 2011), and Indigenous wisdom (Verbos and Humphries 2015).

We commence the study with an overview of Australian Indigenous entrepreneurship, followed
by an overview of entrepreneurship education (EE) and entrepreneurship education ecosystems
(EEE). We then integrate these overviews with a discussion on the contextualization of Indigenous
entrepreneurship and ecosystems, with the aim of developing a conceptual framework for IEEEs.
The purpose is to provide conceptualization and emergent inquiry into IEEEs, enabling the expansion
of Indigenous research and practice. The objectives of this paper are to delineate specific Australian
Indigenous entrepreneurs’ challenges in areas such as social, human, and financial capital, aligned to
expanding IEEEs, thereby integrating Indigenous value perspectives, including knowledge, wisdom,
resilience, cultural captivity, and culture. The addition to the body of knowledge will provide
practical implications to the enhancement of economic and social benefits to nascent and experienced
Indigenous entrepreneurs.

2. Indigenous Entrepreneurship

There is a plethora of definitions on entrepreneurship; some accounts of entrepreneurship have
tried to define it within the mindset of an objective lens that considered monetary considerations
based on profits (Dana 2007). Indigenous Entrepreneurship, however, is different, for there are many
complicated social and political influences that are present in the environment of the Indigenous
entrepreneur; profit is not a dominant motivator (Foley 2000, 2006, 2008a). Leo-Paul Dana, in his
2007 publication, was influenced by the Global Enterprise Monitor definition; however, this fails to
understand the Indigenous standpoint. Dana simply states:

. . . any type of entrepreneurial initiative, including self-employment. Indigenous nations are
people whose ancestors were living in an area prior to colonisation, or within a nation state,
prior to the formation of a nation state, and so I broadly define indigenous entrepreneurship
as self-employment based on indigenous knowledge (Dana 2005, 2007, p. 4).

This definition is far too simplistic, denying social, cultural and historical impediments.
Another widely accepted definition, written and defined from a colonial, non-Indigenous lens

based on Canadian writings, attempting to include almost every scenario, is that of Hindle and
Lansdowne, who wrote:
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Indigenous entrepreneurship is the creation, management and development of new ventures
by Indigenous people for the benefit of Indigenous people. The organisations thus created
can pertain for the benefit of Indigenous people. The organizations thus created can pertain to
either the private, public or non-profit sectors. The desired and achieved benefits of venturing
can range from the narrowing view of economic profit for a single individual to the broad
view of multiple, social and economic advantages for entire communities. Outcomes and
entitlements derived from Indigenous entrepreneurship may extend to enterprise partners
and stakeholders who may be non-indigenous (Hindle and Lansdowne 2005, p. 132).

A definition that predates both Dana and Hindle (Foley 2000, 2008b), which is based on empirical
evidence following qualitative case study analysis, is that of Foley, who wrote:

The Indigenous Australian entrepreneur alters traditional patterns of behaviour, by utilizing
their resources in the pursuit of self-determination and economic sustainability via their
entry into self-employment, forcing social change in the pursuit of opportunity beyond the
cultural norms of their initial economic resources (Foley 2000, 2008b, p. 11).

For the purposes of this paper, we have adopted the Foley (2000, 2008b) definition, as it is written
from an Indigenous standpoint based on empirical evidence, and is both robust and pertinent to the
business environment of the Indigenous entrepreneur, be it city-, regional-, or rural remote-based.
We interchangeably refer to Indigenous entrepreneurs and Australian Indigenous entrepreneurs,
with the contextual inference that Australian Indigenous entrepreneurs are examples of global
Indigenous entrepreneurs.

Based on previous research (Foley 2006), the following comparative has been drawn, summarising
findings from over one and a half decades of research, looking predominantly at networking aspects
and differences that highlight the negative positioning within society that Indigenous Australians
commence business from.

Seven key dimensions were found that distinguish approaches to entrepreneurial networking
adapted by entrepreneurs in the two comparative cultures: drivers for activation of relationship,
view of network, role of family, dynamics, diversity, business relations, and the relationship between
social and business spheres.

Non-Indigenous people have seen networking as a continuation of their cultural norms and
associations, whereas the Indigenous Australians have seen it as an essential business tool to
succeed within the dominant society. Networking has been seen by the non-Indigenous as culturally
acceptable and encouraged. The Indigenous have seen it as a necessity in business; however, family
members in general did not understand Aboriginal networking with non-Aboriginal, and in some
cases attempted to sabotage or diminish networking effectiveness with non-Indigenous business
partners. The non-Indigenous family, however, encouraged networking. The result is that the
non-Indigenous networked widely, while the Indigenous networked predominantly within the
dominant society (i.e., settler society). This had changed slightly in the current decade with the
rise and establishment of Indigenous Chambers of Commerce, providing guidelines for the inclusion
and integration of Indigenous and non-Indigenous business relationships and networks. In most
instances, an imbalance of power exists where the Indigenous entrepreneur became dependent to some
extent on non-Indigenous network partners. The non-Indigenous, however, saw it as a much more
informal relationship, an extension of their family or their family needs. Non-Indigenous business
networking was an extension of their societal interactions.

Information on Australian Indigenous entrepreneurs is generally based on some 1100 Indigenous
Australian qualitative interviews and case study analyses by the author Foley (Foley 1999, 2000, 2006,
2008a, 2008b, 2012, 2013, 2017) and these entrepreneurs commence business with:

• less business expertise (Social Capital),
• lower education qualifications (Human Capital),

85



Adm. Sci. 2018, 8, 20

• lower capital resources (Financial Capital),
• restricted access to finance,
• nominal to no access to working capital resources,
• little to no real property for bank security,
• little financial wealth, and
• nominal established commercial networks.

Perhaps the most debilitating aspect of Indigenous commercial business undertaking is the
overt, covert, institutional, and lateral racism. Racism is noted as an impediment in every study
by author Foley from 2000 till 2017. Non-Indigenous Australian entrepreneurs enjoy better social
positioning in all nine facets of networking, as shown in Table 1, enjoying a much more positive
business positioning. Non-Indigenous people do not suffer the debilitating impact of racism, which is
by far the greatest hindrance to commercial activity and personal well-being experienced by most
Indigenous entrepreneurs.

Table 1. Comparative analysis of Indigenous and non-Indigenous entrepreneurs.

Dimensions Non-Indigenous Entrepreneurs Australian Indigenous Entrepreneurs

Drivers for activation of
relationships

Easily obtained through initial
family and social networks

A necessity—often no social or human
capital within own networks, therefore

need to obtain wider networks to
commence business

View of network Accepted as the norm A necessity

Role of family Very important as a provider of
startup cash Negligible, in most cases negative.

Dynamics Not hindered by cultural or
racial diversity Dependence on racial acceptance

Diversity
Non-Indigenous people have a

broad cultural acceptance and are
not hindered by diversity

Limited

Business relation Varies, no cultural dependence as
they are culturally unrestricted

Dependent, therefore there is
a power imbalance

Relationship between social
and business spheres Highly integrated Often separated

Foley (1999) places emphasis on the limitations of social, human, and financial capital of
Indigenous Australian entrepreneurs. This highlights that experiences of Australian Indigenous
entrepreneurs are markedly different to those of non-Indigenous entrepreneurs. Australian Indigenous
entrepreneurs have significantly lower life expectancies, as they suffer poor overall health,
often characterized by medical conditions of a chronic nature, consistent in other Indigenous
communities (Wood and Davidson 2011; Paredo and Mclean 2010).

Various scholars of Indigenous entrepreneurship research have highlighted an incongruence
of economic and social justification (Bodle et al. 2018; Spencer et al. 2016; Foley 2017; Foley 2008a),
yet few have identified the specific mechanisms and initiatives to enhance entrepreneurship education.
Foley (2012) provided inferences regarding pedagogy and learning of Australian Indigenous
entrepreneurship, and this paper adds to the advancement of such prior research. Colbourne (2018)
identified significant opportunities for Indigenous people to build a vibrant Indigenous economy that
supports sustainable economic development and well-being. He identified that hybrid ventures create
a response to community needs, values, cultures, and traditions. Others have identified low levels
of education, low literacy, limited access to employment opportunities, and high levels of poverty
associated with Indigenous people (Wood and Davidson 2011). Others argue that a generation of
Indigenous leaders has argued that passive welfare is destructive to Indigenous dignity, and that
long-term economic empowerment must be built through employment and entrepreneurial activity
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(KPMG 2016). In their report, KPMG also identify the importance of education in stimulating growth
and creating employment.

Onwuegbuzie (2016) provided modern scientific methods to Indigenous entrepreneurship and
innovation, whereby scientific knowledge can be applied to Indigenous innovation, to result in the next
generation of sustainable, cost-effective, and environmentally friendly solutions. Capel (2014) study
on mindfulness, knowledge, innovation, and entrepreneurship of Indigenous people identified the
prominent role of mindfulness in the development of Indigenous knowledge about entrepreneurship
and innovation, and the effects such mindfulness has on Indigenous participation rates. Within this
context, mindfulness calls for perceptual plus content processing and the application of information
on generic knowledge. Bodle et al. (2018) further identified critical success factors related to
Indigenous entrepreneurs, including social and economic measures to value Indigenous knowledge in
business contexts.

Morley (2014) identifies finance and access to capital as a major constraint for Indigenous
entrepreneurs, as well as the importance of government initiatives to assist Indigenous entrepreneurs
in this regard. He also places emphasis on the embeddedness of culture and strong community
participation in Indigenous entrepreneurship. Spencer et al. (2016) further identify specific and targeted
policy support for Indigenous entrepreneurs, also identifying a need to protect their environment,
nurture their community, and support traditional lifestyles.

Paredo and Mclean (2010) placed emphasis on cultural aspects regarding an inclination
to employ forms of exchange as much as or more for social and cultural purposes than for
material gain. They included Indigenous culture aspects of communal orientation, social aims of
exchange, and kin-based social structures. The authors further postulate that in Indigenous societies,
the role of communal and social goals is significantly greater than in many, perhaps most, modern
industrialized societies.

Verbos et al. (2011) postulate that Indigenous peoples demonstrate a remarkable resilience in
the face of generalized devastation and a determination to thrive with their unique identities intact.
They most often express deeply founded spiritual relationships to the earth, as a key to healing
multigenerational grief and its consequences. Such resilience and spiritual relationships result in
significant value differences with regard to entrepreneurship education. The latter is discussed further
in the paper.

Fuller et al. (2014) researched the traditional disadvantaged suffering of Indigenous people,
resulting in health problems when participating in self-employment activities. They also place
emphasis on failed funding programs, and the importance of education for Indigenous entrepreneurs.
It may be noted that many scholars identify the need for entrepreneurship education and training,
yet fail to appropriately identify the structure and method of such programs. Foley (2008a) identified
reduced social capital for Indigenous Australians, and the importance of access to appropriate networks
to enhance entrepreneurial activities. Wood and Davidson (2011) went further to identify push factors
associated with Indigenous entrepreneurs, predominantly to rectify previous disadvantage through
poor economic situations.

Fitzgibbons and Humphries (2011) drew inspiration regarding the increasing assertiveness in the
stewardship, governance, and management of earth, water, minerals, open spaces, and urban areas
regarding our understanding of intellectual property and self-expression in the arts, the provision of
social services, the shaping of science, and particularly pertinent to this relationship, entrepreneurial
studies, and related pedagogies.

Verbos and Humphries (2015) postulate that Indigenous wisdom requires greater attention
to relational ethics through critical pedagogy, thereby encouraging reflection on the paradoxes
of the market logic that permeate management education. The authors reflect from a perspective
of the principles of responsible management education (PRME), particularly regarding sustainable
management and development of humanity. Foley (2012) compliments this approach, stating that the
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key to successful entrepreneurship education for Indigenous peoples, from the Australian perspective,
is the combination of an empowering pedagogical approach and socio-culturally relevant content.

Bajada and Trayler (2014) provided a fresh approach to Australian Indigenous business education,
focusing on professional, technical, and management roles in business. Whilst such courses add
significant value to empowering individuals and repositioning Indigenous people in their communities,
they did not pay specific attention to the unique characteristics of Indigenous entrepreneurs
(Foley 2008a). The Indigenous literature places emphasis on strong communal and tribe bonds
(Foley 2012), which correlates with entrepreneurship literature about strong networks and in-group
collaboration (Kozan and Akdeniz 2014).

The sparse literature on Indigenous entrepreneurship has identified a few main themes,
with education being the most prominent. We now explore entrepreneurship education ecosystems as
a proposed solution for many of challenges faced by Indigenous entrepreneurs. Our emergent enquiry
places emphasis on entrepreneurship education as an enhancer of human capital (and in turn, of social
and financial capital). Since we have highlighted the definition of Indigenous entrepreneurship
appropriate for this study, with inference to the integration of the business environment and
peculiarities to Australian Indigenous entrepreneurs (see Table 1), we now provide a link to developing
Indigenous entrepreneurship education ecosystems. We postulate that such development enhances
a conducive business environment toward accelerating Indigenous entrepreneurship. We first consider
generic entrepreneurship education ecosystems (Section 3), and then contextualize this within an
Indigenous entrepreneurship context (Section 4).

3. Entrepreneurship Education Ecosystems

Entrepreneurship education ecosystems (EEEs) have, in the last few years, received promising
research within non-Indigenous entrepreneurship education (Maritz 2017), yet are non-existent within
Indigenous entrepreneurship education. We provide an overview of EEEs, with the aim to integrate
them within an Indigenous entrepreneurship context in the discussion section.

The formation of entrepreneurial ecosystems is recognized as an activity that can produce
economic development and community revitalization (Brush 2014). Similarly, social entrepreneurship
is also an activity that is receiving significant attention, because of its potential for addressing social
and economic problems (Roundy 2017). Our study advances the integration of entrepreneurship
ecosystems and social entrepreneurship to develop mechanisms for Indigenous people to learn about
entrepreneurship. We refer to these mechanisms as EEEs.

EEEs refer to those dynamic systems of integrated networks and associations aligned to
entrepreneurship education programs (EEPs). EEPs are integrated research and scholarship
components of entrepreneurship education, whereby entrepreneurship skills and knowledge are
disseminated to various stakeholders (Neck and Corbett 2018; Maritz 2017). Components of EEPs are
dynamic and change according to context, but most generally consist of entrepreneurship ecosystems,
outcomes, objectives, assessments, contextualization, content, pedagogy, and audience (Maritz 2017).
Each component is briefly expanded below, with inferences (permission granted) directly from the
Maritz (Maritz 2017, Figure 1, p. 477) research on entrepreneurship education programs.

3.1. Entrepreneurship Ecosystem

This component refers to integrating ecosystem components of policy and finance, culture and
support, human capital and markets, the entrepreneurial university, accelerators and incubators,
science parks, governments, start-up communities, and national entrepreneurship systems.

3.2. Outcomes

This component consists of self-efficacy, intentionality, venture creation, enterprise skills,
entrepreneurial orientation, and threshold learning outcomes, as well as start-ups and
technology transfer.
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3.3. Objectives

Objectives include pedagogical, social, economic, entrepreneurial mindset, knowledge, skills,
attitudes, and attributes.

3.4. Assessment

This component includes causation, effectuation, bricolage, entrepreneurial orientation,
new ventures, self-efficacy, and intentionality.

3.5. Contextualisation

This idea consists of justification, legitimization, validation, dynamic dimension integration,
geographic, qualified scholars, flexibility, adaptability, and contemporary approaches.

3.6. Content

Content includes design thinking, lean start-up, business model design, entrepreneurship process,
entrepreneurial mindset, learning from entrepreneurs, learning from failure, enterprise education,
and type of entrepreneurship.

3.7. Pedagogy

This idea includes online and blended pedagogy, authentic alignment, cross-disciplinary (such as
STEM), student-centred, EE by design, traditional pedagogy, inquiry-based learning, and experiential
and collaborative learning.

3.8. Audience

The audience consists of the diversity of stakeholders, student diversity, internationalization,
EE associations, type of entrepreneur, and type of entrepreneurship.

Neck and Corbett (2018) introduce EE as being at a tipping point, conceding that the emergence
of entrepreneurship has occurred so rapidly that it has outpaced our understanding of what should
be taught by entrerpreneurship educators, how it should be taught, and how outcomes should
be assessed. Many initiatives internationally have addressed this tipping point, a prominent
example being the Guidance for UK Higher Education Providers (QAA 2018). This publication
succinctly provides aims and vision for enterprise and entrepreneurship education in a UK context,
together with providing generic inferences on the student learning experience, including the
learning journey, entrepreneurial effectiveness, enterprise awareness, developing an entrepreneurial
mindset, developing entrepreneurial capability, entrepreneurial effectiveness, and graduate outcomes.
Whilst these student learning experiences are mirrored in the Neck and Corbett (2018) and Maritz (2017)
frameworks, none provide significant guidelines for specific target audiences, such as Indigeneous
entrepreneurs. Generic adult learning is most often enhanced through the appropriate integration
of androgy, pedagoy, problem-based learning, and experiential learning (Neck and Corbett 2018).
One may assume a one-fit model is applicable to all learners, but the scholarship of entrepreneurship
learning and teaching has certainly provided the inference that varied learner profiles necessitate
specific learning initiatives (Balan et al. 2017). This research proposes specific requirements in learning
entrepreneurship, based upon specific Indigenous entrepreneurship nuances.

Brush (2014) originally postulated EEEs from the perspective of university-based and internal
dimensions. The former related to the alignment of institutional objectives and access to the university
and other regional resources (also referenced to as external). Internal perspectives include EEPs,
and more specifically, co-curricular programs and initiatives and research within domains of culture,
resources, stakeholders, and infrastructure. Mueller and Toutain (2015) subsequently developed their
EEE model, consisting of motivation resulting from dimensions of framework, spaces, pedagogies,
and connections. Further expanding EEEs, Belitski and Heron (2017) provided a systematic literature
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review on entrepreneurship ecosystems, developing their model consisting of dynamic dimensions of
stakeholder engagement (universities, governments, and individuals), entrepreneurship education
culture, outreach, and formal and informal networks. These three approaches over as many years
should not be seen as linear, but dynamic and constantly evolving.

We now discuss the integration of Indigenous entrepreneurs within the context of EEEs,
based upon our definition and characteristics of Indigenous entrepreneurs in Figure 1.

Figure 1. A conceptual framework of Indigenous Australian entrepreneurship education ecosystems
(IEEEs). Source: Maritz (2017) and Belitski and Heron (2017).

4. Discussion

We previously identified Indigenous entrepreneurship as unique and markedly different to
non-Indigenous entrepreneurship, with highlights from this research including dimensions of
drivers for activating relationships, views on networks, the role of family, dynamics, diversity,
business relationships, and relationships between social and business spheres (see Table 1). In this
section, we identify the interaction of Indigenous entrepreneurs within their communities and
environments, and ultimately within their IEEEs.

Prior to the Indigenous inference, we place emphasis on generic adult learning with regard to
entrepreneurship content. Neck and Corbett (2018) postulate that andragogy (how adults learn) rather
than pedagogy (how children learn), coupled with problem-based learning, is a foundational element
of most EE courses. Some related teaching theories include self-directed learning, readiness to learn,
and learning through practice. As a priori, this research proposes that Indigenous entrepreneurs
have distinct androgogical learning fundamentals, which may not align directly with mainstream
entrepreneurship education.

We commence with contextual inferences regarding Indigenous entrepreneurs and EEPs.
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4.1. Entrepreneurship Ecosystem

The introduction and dominance of the Western legal and economic systems not only eliminated
First Nation peoples’ traditional economy, but also destroyed their social systems (Bodle et al. 2018).
As such, Indigenous people remain in the margins, with little political and social power, whilst
western dominance continues to flourish. Transformation to revived opportunities has, however,
been observed through various social entrepreneurship initiatives (Spencer et al. 2016), providing
a successful community-based pathway for increasing Indigenous economic participation on local
terms at a time of regional economic decline and high levels of Indigenous unemployment nationally.
The continuing colonial dominance in Australian society has ensured that the Indigenous entrepreneur
exists within a system that has little to no cultural relevance, and also that their debtors are mostly
non-Indigenous, their creditors and financier are non-Indigenous (with the exception of occasional
Indigenous Business Australia funding), and their business model within this cultural subjugating
space is also non-Indigenous (Foley 2017). Communal and social goals are most often significant in
Indigenous communities, inclusive of Indigenous cultural aspects of communal orientation, kin-based
social structures, and social aims of exchange (Paredo and Mclean 2010).

Our study also found that Indigenous Australian entrepreneurs, when compared to other
mainstream entrepreneurs, have less social capital, lower human capital, lower financial capital,
limited access to capital, nominal access to working capital, and overall hardship and lack of inclusion
to mainstream entrepreneurship ecosystems (Foley 2006). Hence, an opportunity exists to develop
a framework specifically for the unique requirements of Indigenous entrepreneurs.

4.2. Outcomes

Critical success factors in managing sustainable Indigenous businesses in Australia, the economic
and social values that Indigenous communities attach to intangible Indigenous cultural heritage
(ICH) and Indigenous intellectual property (ICIP) may be both recognized and realized as assets
(Bodle et al. 2018). Indigenous entrepreneurship represents a significant opportunity for Indigenous
people to build vibrant Indigenous-led economies that support sustainable economic and social
well-being. It is a means by which they can design, develop, and maintain Indigenous economic and
social systems (Colbourne 2018). Greater attention to the world views held by Indigenous peoples
provides a window to values that may well be universal, but which have been overshadowed by the
valorization of a particular set of western values that served the aspirations of capitalist orientations
well. Entrepreneurship may well be a way of enhancing and communicating these Indigenous values
to the world (Fitzgibbons and Humphries 2011).

Enhancing social and human capital in Indigenous entrepreneurs requires unique and targeted
outcomes (Foley 2000, 2006, 2008b).

4.3. Objectives

Low entrepreneurship participation rates prevail and illustrate the enormous difficulties that
continue to be faced by Indigenous people in Australian society (Wood and Davidson 2011).

Much of what drives entrepreneurship or self-determination is the skill and capacity that are
derived through an effective level of education (Bajada and Trayler 2014). Drivers for activation of
relationships are a unique requirement for Indigenous entrepreneurs, usually necessitating their own
networks (Foley 2000, 2008b).

4.4. Assessment

Much of the innovations derived from Indigenous traditional knowledge occur outside traditional
research and development structures. These inventions have the potential to solve contemporary
problems and tend to be cost-effective, environmentally friendly, and sustainable. This is because
Indigenous people usually use low-cost inputs and have an intimate knowledge of the ecosystem
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and how to preserve it (Onwuegbuzie 2016). Dependence on racial acceptance is part of Indigenous
dynamics (Foley 2006).

4.5. Contextualisation

A distinctive characteristic of Indigenous entrepreneurship is the desire to protect the environment,
nurture the community, and support traditional lifestyles. The primary goal is not usually high growth
or profit-making (Verbos and Humphries 2015). Social entrepreneurship is often a means to an end
in Indigenous enterprise, and a result of individuals’ interests, capabilities, preferred lifestyles of
community members, control of traditional lands, health and wellbeing, and other social programs
(Anderson et al. 2006). Indigenous entrepreneurs often encounter power imbalances in business
relationships (Foley 2000, 2008b).

4.6. Content

Many Indigenous studies have identified resource bricolage integration as primary
entrepreneurship enabler (Wood and Davidson 2011) with a suggestion of andragogy and
problem-based learning, via self-directed learning, readiness to learn, and learning through practice
(Neck and Corbett 2018). Mindfulness, associated with content processing and application of
information on generic knowledge system integration, may overcome shortcomings in both systems
(Onwuegbuzie 2016). Limited diversity of Indigenous entrepreneurs provides opportunity for network
content learning (Foley 2006).

4.7. Pedagogy

Social enterprises should develop their capabilities in resource bricolage in order to achieve their
goals in the long term. From an Indigenous perspective, bricolage relates to the innovative application
of scarce resources to meet a social mission (Wood and Davidson 2011). Indigenous knowledge
and mainstream knowledge system integration may overcome shortcomings in both systems
(Onwuegbuzie 2016). Verbos and Humphries (2015) place emphasis on the importance of Indigenous
sustainable management and development of humanity (associated to PRME), which enhances the
need for formal entrepreneurship education among Indigenous people. Pedagogy associated to role of
family and networks is a requirement (Foley 2006).

Critical pedagogy encourages reflection on the paradoxes of the market logic of traditional
management education (Verbos and Humphries 2015), necessitating a holistic view of pedagogy
in IEEEs.

4.8. Audience

Indigenous entrepreneurs experience strong reciprocity that characterizes the social capital
between stakeholders, enhancing effective social entrepreneurship and strengthening social capital in
communities (Anderson et al. 2006). Strong in-group networks in Indigenous communities correlate
with significant network strength of entrepreneurship literature and growth variables in successful
ventures (Kozan and Akdeniz 2014). Foley (2012) postulated that Indigenous people are increasingly
undertaking trade-based or structured education, and this is linked to rising levels of Indigenous
entrepreneurial success. The Indigenous Chambers of Commerce may also be engaged to enhance the
networking capabilities of Australian Indigenous entrepreneurs.

We now expand the discussion to dynamic dimensions of EEEs.

4.9. Culture, Resources, Stakeholders, and Infrastructure

Reduced social capital for Indigenous Australians results in active social networking being
a necessity of their basic entrepreneurial endeavours (Foley 2008a). Entrepreneurs embedded
in a minority culture interact within their dominant cultures simultaneously, often including
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undercapitalization, recurring liquidity pressures, inability to access capital on reasonable terms
and conditions, recurring difficulties in servicing debt, inadequate margins, and poor asset
utilization (Fuller et al. 2014). Many studies have commented on the significant complex social
and cultural context within which some Indigenous peoples share. Having culture embedded in
community-based enterprises is vital for success, as is good governance and strong community
participation (Morley 2014) An integrated approach is required for Indigenous entrepreneurs to utilize
resources in the pursuit of self-determination and economic sustainability (Foley 2006; Hindle and
Lansdowne 2005).

4.10. Motivation, Pedagogies, and Connections

Indigenous entrepreneurship is most often connected with the notions of community-based
economic development, and is usually viewed by elders and governments as such, rather than as
a strictly individual nature, as in non-Indigenous entrepreneurship (Peredo et al. 2004): “Supporting
entrepreneurism, financial literacy, and better educational attainment among Australia’s First people
is a much better use of taxpayer funds than passive welfare, which most Indigenous leaders agree is
poison to the dignity and self-esteem of their communities” (KPMG 2016).

Verbos et al. (2011) identified values differences between dominant values in management,
education, and Native American Indigenous values. These value differences closely resemble
those of Australian Indigenous peoples. Dominant values in management education are listed
with Indigenous values in italics. From a human behaviour perspective, dominant values include
rationality and self-interest, in contrast to generosity and modesty. Environment includes natural
resources to be exploited for profit, in contrast to nature as spiritual and practical, maintaining
harmony and balance. The individual motivation of maximizing self-interest, money, and status is
contradicted by contributions to well-being of family/tribe, respect, and humility. Self-construal values
of individualism are replaced by collectivism and respect for elders. Decision-making made through
formal authority is replaced by reflection and participation, and formal (title-based) property rights
are replaced by use or communal requirements. Traditional organization is hierarchical, whereas
Indigenous people effect greater egalitarianism (circle), with goals of efficiency, effectiveness, and
profits replaced by providing employment and enhancing community value. This paper integrates
these Indigenous values, in particular the notion of creating employment through entrepreneurship,
viewed as an extension of the traditional provision of employment.

4.11. Universities, Governments, and Individuals

As Paredo and Mclean (2010) describe, “Indigenous people throughout the world suffer from
chronic poverty, lower education levels, and poor health. The ‘second wave’ of indigenous funding,
after direct economic assistance from outside, lies in Indigenous efforts to rebuild their ‘nations’
and improve their lot through entrepreneurial enterprise”. In this paper, this process is referred to
as Indigenous Australian entrepreneurship. There are various government initiatives targeted at
Indigenous entrepreneurs, including specialized training and development with regard to access to
finance, business advice, business idea testing, and financial literacy testing (Morley 2014). Education
is the key to Indigenous employment, and must be invested in heavily (KPMG 2016). The Australian
government is currently overhauling its support for Indigenous businesses by reforming Indigenous
Business Australia (IBA) and consulting on a new Indigenous Entrepreneurs Capital Scheme. IBA has
historically been the conduit within which government can provide funding to advance policy for
individual wealth accumulation for Indigenous Australians, through financial support in owning
homes and businesses and investing in commercial ventures that generate income.

Figure 1 provides a conceptual framework of the components of IEEEs, developed from the
integration of components of EEPs (Maritz 2017), EEEs (Brush 2014; Mueller and Toutain 2015), and
the emergent inquiry from this research. Central to the framework is the research and scholarship on
Australian Indigenous entrepreneurship, identifying specific nuances in Indigenous entrepreneurship
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(such as social and community motives), flanked by dimensions of EEPs and within dimensions
of EEEs. As with non-Indigenous entrepreneurship, contextualization plays a similar if not a more
pronounced role. This is particularly the case regarding geographical and Indigenous communities.

The conceptual framework has its core in the foundation of Indigenous entrepreneurship,
with contextualization of the definition adopted for this research. Concentric circles identify various
building levels of the framework, (Sections 2 and 3 of this research). The next layer depicts elements of
EEPs, incorporating entrepreneurship ecosystems as a guiding initiative to incorporate the non-linearity
of components of outcomes, objectives, assessment, content, pedagogy, and audience. The final layer
of the conceptual framework incorporates Indigenous entrepreneurship specifics, built around culture
and resources, stakeholders, infrastructure, motivation, connections, universities and government.
These specific dimensions further resonate with the dimensions of variation identified in Table 1,
together with the identified scope of Indigenous entrepreneurship around social, human, and financial
capital. We do not see this framework as exhaustive of the Indigenous entrepreneurship debate, but as
an addition and enhancement to the scholarship of Indigenous Australian entrepreneurship education.

5. Conclusions and Implications

Australian Indigenous entrepreneurs are at the forefront of change and innovation in Australia,
and with Indigenous vision and entrepreneurship, have the power to enrich their culture for
themselves and share it with the world. According to IBA, there are about 12,000 Indigenous
businesses in Australia, with all government expectations predicting a sharp increase in such start-ups.
These Indigenous entrepreneurs are primarily utilizing resources in the pursuit of self-determination
and economic sustainability.

It is evident that entrepreneurship ecosystems, and the subsequent design and development
of associated entrepreneurship education ecosystems, have direct and positive influences on the
prosperity of economic development and social enhancement. This paper examined Indigenous
entrepreneurship in an Australian context and ways of developing entrepreneurship education
ecosystems within this context. We are mindful of Indigenous nuances particular to Australian
Indigenous people, inclusive of Indigenous value perspectives, including Indigenous knowledge,
wisdom, resilience, and the cultural captivity of entrepreneurship and Indigenous culture.
Such integrative cultural influences include communal orientation, kin-based social structures, and
social aims of exchange. This research provides the argument that in most Indigenous societies,
the role of communal and social goals is greater than in many, perhaps most modern industrialized
societies. This necessitates goal design-oriented IEEEs, catering for distinct business requirements
of Indigenous nascent entrepreneurs. This is not only evidenced from emergent enquiry in this
research, highlighting deficiencies of Indigenous entrepreneurs in areas of social, human, and financial
capital, but also within the context of dimensional differences between mainstream entrepreneurs and
Indigenous entrepreneurs. Table 1 identified seven of these dimensions, from relationships, networks,
role of family, dynamics, diversity, and business relationships to relationships between social and
business spheres.

Figure 1 shows a comprehensive framework of components of a conceptualization of an
entrepreneurship education ecosystem for Indigenous entrepreneurs, based upon our review of
current available literature. We found that Australian Indigenous entrepreneurs were strongly linked
to the need to improve their economic situation, predominantly within social- and community-driven
motives. We identify outlying components consisting of culture and resources, stakeholders,
infrastructure, motivation, connections (community), and university and governments. We also
adopted a validated entrepreneurship education program model, as developed by Maritz (2017).
This adoption identified specific nuances applicable to Indigenous entrepreneurs, consisting of the
entrepreneurship ecosystem, outcomes, objectives, assessment, content, pedagogy, and audience.

Implications for the body of knowledge include an extension to literature on Indigenous
entrepreneurship, plus a novel and first-of-its-kind study on Indigenous entrepreneurship education
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and ecosystems. Implications for practice include guidelines and a framework for entrepreneurship
educators, Indigenous entrepreneurs, policy makers, and ecosystem stakeholders wishing to expand
and enhance the entrepreneurial skills of Australian Indigenous entrepreneurs. We provide
a concentric approach to add dialogue at various levels of the framework. The possible creation
of a culturally acceptable Indigenous business model that is flexible and adaptable to varied
applications, as well as an opportunity for further research, includes validating and testing the EEE
Framework within an international Indigenous entrepreneurship context. Lastly, network peculiarities
of Australian Indigenous entrepreneurs may be explored with other Indigenous entrepreneurs on an
international level.
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Abstract: This article analyses the concept of skills and identifies the skills needed by entrepreneurs
to lead their teams. To accomplish these goals, the primary step was to determine the leadership skills
developed by the universities in the entrepreneurship and innovation courses and to compare it with
the needed skills perceived by entrepreneurs. This research approach is framed in the Management
Sciences, and the research problem is anchored to the following research questions: What leadership
skills are required by students for them to be effective in entrepreneurial endeavors upon graduation?
Are the skills identified by the entrepreneurs sufficiently learned in Universities in Portugal? Does
the student work experience, gender or age contribute to a level of leadership skills attainment?
The leadership skills identified by the entrepreneurs were pointed out by two focus groups with
15 entrepreneurs and by conceptual content analysis, establishing the existence and frequency of
concepts represented by the words or phrases in the entrepreneur’s discourse. To verify if those skills
are being developed in the entrepreneurship and innovation of higher education courses, an online
survey was conducted with the students from the 3rd year of 2016/2017 academic year of several
universities. The primary outcome of the research will be a proposal for a model of leadership skills
development for students to potentiate their leadership capacity as entrepreneurs.

Keywords: skills; higher education; entrepreneurship; leadership; teams

1. Introduction

Entrepreneurship and entrepreneurs have become increasingly important worldwide, considering
the positive impact on employment, productivity, innovation and economic growth, by analysts,
economic theoreticians and researchers (Global Entrepreneurship Monitor GEM; Ahmad and
Hoffmann 2008).

To become a successful entrepreneur requires a set of technical skills (Gonçalves et al. 2017), but
also the combination of opportunity, capabilities, and resources. However, the entrepreneur needs to
be a leader to conduct the business and the teams efficiently and achieve the goals to be successful.
This research will bring some light to the above-mentioned skills.

This paper will be focus on the gap identified by the research that has been developed over the
last few years, focusing on the entrepreneur’s management skills and characteristics as well as the
contexts, but not on the leadership skills needed to be developed/learned in higher education courses
(Henry et al. 2005; Roy and Das 2016).

According to this idea, the primary objective of this research is to identify leadership skills that
entrepreneurs need to develop and make recommendations for the higher education entrepreneurship
and innovation courses. Firstly, this article briefly explores the concept of skills, followed by the
presentation of the methodology that is used as the basis for skills identification in the industry. After
that, reports on a sample of students consulted through the application of a survey asking them about
their perception of the level of development of these skills in those courses will be reported. This will
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highlight the need for such skills to be considered into the entrepreneurship and innovation courses in
the higher education context.

2. Literature Overview

2.1. Entrepreneurship Conceptualization

Entrepreneurship can be understood as an individual or collective system that are internal or
external to the organizational structure, developing something new from the conception of ideas
to the creation of a business. The concept of applied entrepreneurship (Miller 1983) proposes that
an entrepreneurial firm, which focuses on innovation, is open to risk and proactively concerns its
competitors. According to (Drucker 1985), innovation is a specific function of entrepreneurship,
whether in an existing business, a public service institution, or a new venture, started by an
entrepreneur which creates either new wealth-producing resources or endows existing resources
with enhanced potential for creating wealth.

The entrepreneurship concept assumes different definitions regarding its evolution. It is defined
as a systematic innovation (Drucker 1985), which consists of a purposeful and organized search for
changes, and it is the systematic analysis of the opportunities, in which such changes might offer
economic and social innovation. It is the mindset and process to create and develop economic activity
by blending risk-taking, creativity, and innovation with sound management within a new or an
existing organization.

According to Reynolds (2005), entrepreneurship can be conceptualized as the identification of
opportunities and the creation of new businesses or organizations. It is a dominant driver of economic
growth and job creation: it creates new companies and jobs, opens up new markets, and nurture new
skills and capabilities. Entrepreneurship has grown as a concept and in the level of importance, placed
on the development and sustainability of the economy.

Entrepreneurs are individuals who take significant risks regarding capital, time and the
commitment of his/her career providing value through the products or services that may be new or
exclusive, but the value somehow must be infused by the employer to locate and obtain the skills and
resources (Ronstadt 1984). From this point of view, the entrepreneur not only risks his money but also
his prestige. Entrepreneurial action is conceived as a human attribute, including the willingness to
face uncertainty (Kihlstrom and Laffont 1979).

Drucker (1985) describes the entrepreneur as an individual exploiting opportunities that are
created by the changes in the environment.

Being entrepreneurial and the creation of an entrepreneurial culture goes beyond the fear of
risk (McMullen and Shepherd 2006) and the stigma of failure that influences the entrepreneurship
context decisively.

Implementing ideas is not a natural process even though it’s possible to say that entrepreneur’s
profile is crucial to defining a business idea and applying it successfully, but it is also important to
note that there is the possibility of developing entrepreneurial characteristics (Zeng and Honig 2016)
with the help of educational institutions that should play a key role (Henry et al. 2005; O’Connor 2013;
Paço et al. 2016), since the early stages of development (Maritz and Brown 2013; Maritz 2017).

Innovation, for example, is a discipline that can be taught from the earliest years of school to the
university level (Kuratko 2005; Hindle 2007) because it is a specific tool used by the entrepreneurs to
explore new opportunities for business or different product or service (Arasti et al. 2012).

It’s important to know how to reduce the risk, seek for new sources of innovation, use creativity
tools, and to learn from the market; these are the skills that every entrepreneur or potential
entrepreneurs need to have (Lumpkin and Dess 2001; Wiklund and Shepherd 2005).

It is also significant to mention the concept of entrepreneurial orientation, which is the practice of
entrepreneurship within organizations. Its origins are in strategic planning since it refers to the actions
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taken by individuals (Miller and Friesen 1978). In this perspective, the company adopts this situation
as a practice of entrepreneurial management.

As Miller (1983) referred entrepreneurial management characterizes an entrepreneurial
organization capable of innovating in products and markets, with some degree of risk in business, and
acting proactively as to their competitors.

Every day, the world witnessed the birth and death of companies, products, processes,
and services, and the goal of entrepreneurship learning is to seek and to systematically
explore new business/new practices that add value to the market and streamline the economy
(Larso and Saphiranti 2016).

In this sense, entrepreneurship is built based on the different types of skills that are widely studied
in the literature and referred as soft and hard skills. The soft skills can be defined as the behavioral
skills required for the application of hard skills and knowledge in organizations (Rainsbury et al. 2002).
James and James (2004) also suggest that soft skills are a set of skills and talents of an individual.

Other authors categorize the soft skills as (1) interpersonal skills; (2) personal and social skills;
and (3) cognitive skills (Muzio et al. 2007).

Concerning the soft skills that are inherent to managing entrepreneurial projects, Davis (1993)
suggested that there are skills and practices of successful managers. He stated that “the emphasis
of the future has to be in leadership skills and interpersonal management practices that ensure
project success”.

2.2. Skills Concept

In the 80s, the concept of skills started to have significant importance due to technological,
organizational, and economic factors. Considered as a resource—of individual and organizational
nature—which would allow competitiveness and productivity advantages to companies
(Vasconcelos et al. 2016).

Historically, the word skills have been used to refer to individual characteristics. However, in the
concept of Prochno (2001), although the skills always apply to the individual, all of them have two
dimensions, the individual and the collective (organizational).

In this way, the concept of skills assumes a rather broad scope which makes it complicated and
makes its comprehension/understanding and concept delimitation difficult.

The concept has been studied by several authors (Mulder 2000, 2001; Kuhn and Weinberger 2005;
Heckman et al. 2006; Heckman and Kautz 2012; Weinberger 2014) and previously by Norris (1991)
and Ellström (1997). Skills development prevails as a research issue in higher education dominion;
it is the primary goal to be achieved by the students (Lackéus 2015; Roy and Das 2016; Zeng and
Honig 2016). Skills development is perceived as a strategic management tool to cope with the current
business environment (Nyhan 1998), mainly because of the market that has changed from one of mass
production to one of customization, whereby quality, price, and speed of delivery are stressed. This
change has brought about new circumstances in which many organizations struggle to cope with new
and emerging customer segments, cultural diversity in a global marketplace, market volatility, raised
customer expectations about the quality of products and services, and the impact of the internet on an
organization’s core business. In the job market, there has been a growth in the higher-level jobs such
as managerial and professional positions that require flexibility and problem-solving skills.

Regarding entrepreneurship, the literature shows the importance of the soft skills related to
leadership, moral values and ethics, communication and also the ability to adapt to new work contexts
(Bell 2009; Beckton 2009; McIntosh 2008; Eisen et al. 2005; Leroux and Lafleur 2006).

According to Zepke and Leach (2010) and Syakir (2009), entrepreneurial skills can enhance the
ability of entrepreneurs by encouraging them to take risks, identify the practical methods of business
and prepare them to make all the opportunities available.

Regarding the literature, most of the entrepreneur’s apparent weaknesses in leadership and
communication skills and the application of soft skills in the entrepreneurship curriculum are
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essential for the development of the entrepreneurs and to create potential opportunities for the
future entrepreneurs.

2.3. Leadership Framework

In reviewing the literature, general management literature considers leadership as a success factor
in organizations and that specific leadership style can lead to better performance. Leadership is an
effectively and widely studied phenomenon, as suggested by (Bass and Stogdill 1990), in which the
authors refer to about 7500 studies on this subject.

It is possible to acknowledge the existence of three dominant theoretical paradigms on leadership:
The first one focuses on the profile and leading conditions; the second one is concerned with an
indication of leadership behaviors which are more effective, and the third one, which is more of
an aggregator, explores the contingent variables that determine the success of leadership, either as
background or even as consequential.

In the context of this paper, the current review is focused on two main theories: the transactional
and transformational leadership styles (Bass 1990), and the entrepreneurial leadership (Reich 1987).
Kuratko (2007).

Since the late 1990s, there has been an emphasis on studying the complexity of the contexts where
the leaders emerge, and researchers have acknowledged that transactional leaders arise in situations
of low complexity and transformational leaders in situations of high complexity.

Transactional leadership refers to the leader rewarding his/her followers for meeting performance
targets. This kind of leader focuses on the role of supervision, organization, and group performance.

Transformational leadership refers to the leader who exhibits charisma, develops a vision, respect,
and trust. This type of leader also considers his/her employees, paying personal attention to followers
and provides intellectual stimulation, challenging followers with new ideas and approaches.

Burns (1978), based on a study of political leaders, proposed that the leader types should be
presented in a continuum of behaviors ranging from transactional to transformational, arguing that
transformational leadership is revealed when the leader can stimulate the followers to develop certain
types of actions, which is done beyond their interests and motivations, focused only in the best
interests of those they serve—the group and the organization. The model estimates that this type of
leadership develops and stimulates higher behaviors, even in the ethical dimension, as of the leader or
the followers. This line of thought was taken up by Bass (1985) which questions after noting that the
difference would be only conceptual, as some leaders had a mix of the two roles, even if there is a clear
distinction between transactional and transformational leadership.

However, in contemporary dynamic markets, a new definition leadership—entrepreneurial
leadership (Dess et al. 2003; Fernald et al. 2005; Ireland et al. 2002, 2003; Kuratko 2007; Gupta et al. 2004)
has emerged. An entrepreneurial leader is a transformational leader who deals with a very dynamic
market offering opportunities and challenges and is characterized by skills as clarity, communication,
consistency, caring, creating opportunities, self-confidence, power need and its use, and vision
(Solomon et al. 2002; Tarabishy et al. 2005).

Entrepreneurial leadership shares many qualities with transformational leadership, emphasizing
the development of a shared vision, promoting the empowerment and autonomy of followers, tolerance
of ambiguity, and flattening the organization to allow leadership to permeate the organization
at all levels. However, whereas transformational leadership focuses on competitive advantage,
entrepreneurial leadership focuses on innovation and creating value.

In this research and under this theoretical framework, it was identified that the leadership skills
needed by the entrepreneurs during the focus groups and to evaluate if those skills are being developed
in higher education courses, the primary goal is to propose a model of skills development to prepare
the students to create an entrepreneurial spirit.
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3. Research Questions

To identify the leadership skills and the level of those skills developed by universities, several
research questions emerged from the literature review and the focus group as a guide for the whole
research. In this context, the following research questions have guided the present study:

RQ 1: What leadership skills are required by students for them to be effective in entrepreneurial
endeavors upon graduation?

RQ 2: Are the skills identified by the entrepreneurs sufficiently learned in Universities in Portugal?
RQ 3: Does student work experience, gender or age contribute to a level of leadership

skill attainment?

4. Methodology

In this study, the research methodology was a mixed-method on two sources for collecting data:
(1) one conceptual focus group, and (2) online survey.

The primary technique employed was the focus group about entrepreneur’s leadership skills that
are needed, identified by 15 Portuguese entrepreneurs who participated in this research. The group
only met once, and the majority were male entrepreneurs with very different experiences; some of
the participants already had other businesses and, for others, this was the first experience as an
entrepreneur. The focus group discussion employed a qualitative approach, which was more adequate
to promote a group discussion among the participants, gain an in-depth understanding of their point
of view, and to obtain data from a purposely selected group of entrepreneurs. However, the focus
group discussion requires a team consisting of a skilled facilitator (Burrows and Kendall 1997; Krueger
and Casey 2000). The facilitator is central to the debate not only by managing the existing relationships
but also to create a relaxed and comfortable environment for the discussion. In this case, the facilitator
had a strong background on the theme and even on facilitating focus groups, and in this context, this
technique of data collection was most adequately used.

The second technique that was used to collect data was an online survey applied to 250 students
from the 3rd year of 2016/2017 academic year, from several universities in Portugal, and obtained
117 valid questionnaires equivalent to 46.8% response rate. The statistical analyses of Cronbach’s
alpha Coefficient, Chi-square Tests, and Mann-Whitney Tests conclusions point to generally positive
perceptions of students’ development.

In total, the questionnaire consisted of 30 questions covering the following areas:

• Student background information (Questions 1–4);
• List of skills development in the higher education courses (Questions 5–30).

4.1. Focus Group Content Analysis

To make the conceptual analysis of the data collected from the focus groups, several steps were
followed to code the text: (a) definition of the level of analysis: it was considered a set of related
words; (b) definition of the number of concepts to code for: it was pre-defined on a set of concepts and
categories; (c) code the existence of the concepts and the frequency: coding for existence, the concepts
were counted for the number of times it appeared in the text, this was indicative of the concepts
importance; (d) criteria for distinguishing among the concepts: decision on the level of generalization;
(e) Code the texts: the text was coded using a computer assisted content analysis software; (f) analyzing
the results: identification of the most important concepts for the research, namely, the skills identified
by the entrepreneurs during the focus groups.

To answer the research question (RQ 1) What leadership skills are required by students for them
to be effective in entrepreneurial endeavors upon graduation? A content analysis was applied to the
focus group transcriptions on leadership skills. This methodology was used to analyze the presence of
skills associated with the following dimensions: “management”, “leadership” and “entrepreneurship”.
The list of skills emerged is organized in the following structure:
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Entrepreneurship Skills:

• Capacity to be innovative and creative;
• Capacity to diversify the business area;
• Capability to identify and exploit new business opportunities;
• Project management skills to link project goals within the business context;
• Ability and willingness to undertake risk;
• Ability to organize the necessary resources to respond to the opportunity;
• Capability to create and develop national and international networks.

Leadership Skills:

• Skills related to the employee’s performance development;
• Skills associated with the development of new opportunities for the employees through techniques

as coaching and mentoring.
• Skills associated with motivation techniques to potentiate the employee’s performance;
• Skills related to the method to improve employee’s satisfaction;
• Communication skills to strengthen the commitment of the employees;
• Skills associated with the management of employee’s expectations about their development in

the organization;
• Skills related to the control of the cultural differences among employees.

Management Skills:

• Skills associated with new forms of work organization, in what regards the methods of teamwork,
flexibility to adapt to changes in the working processes (as a response to a high rhythm
of innovation);

• Skills associated with new knowledge of technologies;
• Skills regarding a more significant initiative, decision, and responsibility assuming;
• Skills related to the analysis of information related to productivity, what concerns workforce

optimization of costs;
• Capacity to adapt to organizational change;
• Ability to manage strategic deals and alliances;
• The capability of developing social and relational knowledge which allows the coordination of

working teams, taking advantage of all the potential elements.

4.2. Survey Analysis

Regarding the survey, there were 21 items representing entrepreneurship skills, leadership skills,
and management skills, which emerged from the content analysis of the focus groups.

The dimensions of the questionnaire are as follows:
First dimension of the inquiry integrates the innovation skills needed by the entrepreneurs:

Capacity for innovation and creativity, capacity to diversify the business area, capacity to identify and
exploit new business opportunities, project management skills to link project goals within the business
context, capacity and willingness to undertake risk, capacity to organize the necessary resources to
respond to the opportunity, capacity to create and develop national and international networks.

The second dimension of the questionnaire integrates the leadership skills: Employees
performance, development opportunities, the motivation of employees, the satisfaction of employee,
communication, managing expectations, incorporating cultural differences.

Finally, the third dimension integrates the management skills on new forms and models
of work organization, new technologies, organizational change, initiative, decision making, and
responsibility, capacity to manage strategic deals and alliances, analysis of information, social and
relational knowledge.
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Respondents were asked to rate the skills on a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 = no
development; 2 = weak development; 3 = moderate development; 4 = considerable development; 5 =
strong development.

5. Findings and Discussion

Respondents were primarily male (n = 64) and less were female (n = 53), please see Table 1.

Table 1. Background information on students that participated in the study—Gender.

n %

Male 64 54.7
Female 53 45.2

Total 117 100.0

Most respondents were employed (n = 97) and only a minor portion of the respondents were
unemployed (n = 20), please see Table 2.

Table 2. Background information on students that participated in the study—Employee
or Unemployed.

n %

Employee 97 82.9
Unemployed 20 17.1

Total 117 100.0

The types of respondent organizations were primarily education (n = 18), public sector (n = 18),
health and social work (n = 13), commercial services (n = 12), manufacturing non-food (n = 16),
Transportation, communication (n = 11), Financial services (n = 14) and other (n = 15), please see
Table 3.

Table 3. Background information on students that participated in the study—Type of organization.

Type of Organisation (n = 117) n = 117

n %

Education 18 15.4
Public sector 18 15.4

Commercial services 12 10.3
Health and social work 13 11.1

Manufacturing non-food 16 13.7
Transportation, communication 11 9.4

Financial services 14 12.0
Other 15 12.8
Total 117 100.0

Respondents characterized their jobs as: Top management (n = 12), Middle management (n = 18),
executive level (n = 20), Technical specialist (n = 21), and support staff (n = 13), please see Table 4.
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Table 4. Background information on students that participated in the study—Job.

Job Characterization of Respondents (n = 117) n %

Top Management 12 10.3
Middle management/line manager 18 15.4

Executive level 30 25.6
Technical specialist/engineer/quality control 21 17.9

Staff/carry out the primary work process 12 10.3
Support staff 13 11.1

Other 11 9.4
Total 117 100.0

RQ 2: Are the skills identified by the entrepreneurs sufficiently learned in Universities in Portugal?
According to the perceived skills development, the resulting mean scores varied for

entrepreneurship skills between 2.5 and 3.2, for leadership skills between 2.9 and 3.27, and management
skills between 2.3 and 3.4, as outlined in Table 5. Therefore, all the skills identified in the focus group
had a moderate development in the higher education courses.

Table 5. Perceived development of skills by the students (1 = no development; 2 = weak development;
3 = moderate development; 4 = considerable development; 5 = strong development)—(Cronbach’s
alpha (number of items) Mean (1–5) (S.D.)).

Rank Skills Cronbach Alpha Mean S.D.

Entrepreneurship Skills 0.71 (n = 7)

1 Capacity to innovate and be creative 3.10 1.23
2 Capacity to diversify the business area 3.10 1.22

3 Capacity to identify and exploit new
business opportunities 3.10 1.18

4 Project management skills to link project goals with
business context 2.50 1.23

5 Capacity and willingness to undertake risk 3.20 1.18

6 capacity to organize the necessary resources to
respond to the opportunity 3.20 1.16

7 Capacity to create and develop national and
international networks 3.20 1.16

Leadership Skills 0.78 (n = 10)

1 Employees performance 3.27 1.19
2 Development opportunities 3.22 1.25
3 Motivation of employees 3.15 1.23
4 Satisfaction of employee 3.12 1.26
5 Communication 3.12 1.25
6 Managing expectations 3.07 1.25
7 Integrating cultural differences 3.07 1.21

Management Skills 0.80 (n = 7)

1 New forms and models of work organization 3.10 1.22
2 New technologies 3.40 1.24
3 The initiative, decision, and responsibility 3.25 1.25
4 Analysis of information 2.30 1.20
5 Organizational change 3.20 1.26
6 Capacity to manage strategic deals and alliances 3.19 1.23
7 Social and relational knowledge 3.19 1.22

From analyzing the perceptions of the students regarding the skills development, it is possible to
state that the skills identified first by the entrepreneurs have a moderate or low development in the
current higher education innovation and entrepreneurship courses, as we can see in Figure 1. Notably,
the entrepreneurship and the management skills had very low scores, whereas the leadership skills
were among the higher level scores.
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Figure 1. Perceived Skills Development for Teams Leading—Students. Legend: ES: Entrepreneurship
Skills; MS: Management Skills; LS: Leadership Skills.

RQ 3: Does student work experience, gender or age contribute to a level of leadership
skill attainment?

Cronbach’s alpha (α) for all 117 respondents’ entrepreneurship skills items obtained a value of
0.1, which allows for the creation of a new variable by combining the seven items. Similar calculations
were made for the seven leadership skills items and the seven management skills items to achieve
scores of 0.78 and 0.80, respectively.

The research question was then translated into the following hypothesis (Table 6):

Table 6. Hypothesis.

Gender

H0: There is no relationship between perceived entrepreneurship skills development and gender.
Ha: There is a relationship between perceived entrepreneurship skills development and gender.

H0: There is no relationship between perceived management skills development and gender.
Ha: There is a relationship between perceived management skills development and gender.

H0: There is no relationship between perceived leadership skills development and gender.
Ha: There is a relationship between perceived leadership skills development and gender.

Job

H0: There is no relationship between perceived entrepreneurship skills development and the job.
Ha: There is a relationship between perceived entrepreneurship skills development and the job.

H0: There is no relationship between perceived management skills development and the job.
Ha: There is a relationship between perceived management skills development and the job.

H0: There is no relationship between perceived leadership skills development and the job.
Ha: There is a relationship between perceived leadership skills development and the job.
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Table 6. Cont.

Employment
Situation

H0: There is no relationship between perceived entrepreneurship skills development and the
employment situation.

Ha: There is a relationship between perceived entrepreneurship skills development and the
employment situation.

H0: There is no relationship between perceived management skills development and the
employment situation.

Ha: There is a relationship between perceived management skills development and the
employment situation.

H0: There is no relationship between perceived leadership skills development and the
employment situation.

Ha: There is a relationship between perceived leadership skills development and the
employment situation.

Type of
organization

H0: There is no relationship between perceived entrepreneurship skills development and the type
of organization.

Ha: There is a relationship between perceived entrepreneurship skills development and the type
of organization.

H0: There is no relationship between perceived management skills development and the type
of organization.

Ha: There is a relationship between perceived management skills development and the type
of organization.

H0: There is no relationship between perceived leadership skills development and the type
of organization.

Ha: There is a relationship between perceived leadership skills development and the type
of organization.

The differences between various factors of interest and these three new key variables were
assessed using Mann- Whitney U Test (gender, employment situation, job and type of organization).

The results showed significant relationships between perceived entrepreneurship skills
development and job (X2 = 180.81; df. = 47; p-value = 0.00); perceived leadership skills development
(X2 = 175.33; df. = 51; p-value = 0.00); and perceived management skills development (X2 = 170.25;
df. = 40; p-value = 0.00), meaning that Ha has been proved.

However, there were no significant differences between the three skills variables and the type of
organization, gender, and employed/unemployed variables, meaning that Ha has been rejected.

6. Model Proposal for Entrepreneur Skills Development for Team Leading

The motivation for this research has its roots in the lack of a systematic development approach
in universities and the development of soft skills for entrepreneurs, namely leadership skills. In this
context, two approaches to skills development can undoubtedly be identified: the organizational
development approach, which emerged from the focus groups to the entrepreneurs; and the
universities development approach, which emerged from the online survey to the students—both
of these two approaches can be complementary, creating a more sustainable link to the needs of the
entrepreneurs and to the redefinition of the higher education curricula to respond to the market needs.

This research identified three types of skills through the data collection with the
entrepreneurs—management, leadership, and entrepreneurship. Moreover, the analysis of the
student’s perceptions from the higher education courses about the level of development of those
skills showed that it is crucial for universities to make some changes in their classes curricula because
the current syllabi of the courses have some missing or underdeveloped skills, as observed in Figure 2.
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Figure 2. Model Proposal for Entrepreneur Skills Development.

Based on the research, on the expertise of the entrepreneurs and the researcher experience
as entrepreneur and professor, a model was proposed as represented in Figure 2 with the
recommendations for the skills development, increasing the level of development in all of the
skills listed.

Next, Figure 3 shows a comparison between the student’s perception of the development of
the skills and the model proposal for the future reformulations of the courses of entrepreneurship
and innovation.

Figure 3. Comparison between Students Perceptions and Model Proposal for Entrepreneur
Skills Development.
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Most parts of this skills are hard to be taught because of their behaviorist nature and association
to the transformational leadership style (Bass 1990) and to facilitate the learning process can be used as
active learning methodologies (Friend and Militello 2014) as project-based learning and problem-based
learning. This can justify why the students have identified a moderate development of this skills in the
higher education entrepreneurship and innovation courses.

7. Conclusions

The leadership skills that could be developed to potentiate the entrepreneurial capacity of the
students when leading their teams were identified by the entrepreneurs and categorized into 3 main
categories: ES—Entrepreneurship Skills, MS—Management Skills, and LS—Leadership Skills.

Emerging from the results of the questionnaire, it´s possible to conclude that all those skills
need a higher level of development in innovation and entrepreneurship in higher education
courses, and there are significant relationships between perceived entrepreneur’s leadership skills
development and student’s job, but no significant differences have been found between the three skills
dimensions—management, leadership, and entrepreneurship—and the type of organization, gender,
and employed/unemployed variables.

More specifically, for the skill development, a model was proposed which emerged from the focus
group and the survey, both framed by the literature review with a particular focus on MS—Capacity to
manage strategic deals and alliances, MS—Initiative, Decision and Responsibility, LS—Development
opportunities, ES—Project management skills to link project goals with business context, ES—Capacity
to Identify and Exploit new Business Opportunities, ES—Capacity to diversify the business area.

The model leads to rethinking the pedagogical model of the courses at the higher education level,
because of the nature of the skills identified with a recommendation to use as learning resources and
methodologies real-world cases, project-based learning, and problem-based learning.

Some recommendations about the pedagogical model which should be changed in Universities
include a focus on real-life subjects and situations to let the students know the purpose behind the
study and the projects, and the students as the center of the learning process should:

- Experience developing an entrepreneurship project or a business activity in an organized way
with academic support.

- Strengthen their capacity for leadership and teamwork.
- Learn how to identify business opportunities.
- Define strategies: human resources management, production, purchasing, financing, marketing,

organization, and implementation.
- Establish and evaluate managing and controlling mechanisms.
- Define risk plans and measure and calculate the risks impacts.
- Develop skills in negotiation and conflict management.

Those recommendations emerged from the model proposal and will help universities and
entrepreneurs to be more integrated and to rethink their strategies according to skills development in
responding to the challenges of the market.

8. Limitations and Future Research

Some limitations should be mentioned in relation to this study. First, there was only a small
sample selected for this study. Future studies may look at a larger and more diversified sample so that
the results can be generalized and extrapolated to other contexts.

A second limitation is that we have only collected the skills required by the entrepreneurs using
content analysis of the focus group. It was not possible to conduct additional interviews to fully
cross-validate the list of skills needed by the entrepreneurs.

Further empirical studies are required to check the impact and size of the gaps identified and
future research should be conducted to identify and analyze the process of skills development used by
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the companies of the entrepreneurs and create a practical model to develop these processes in higher
education, thus transforming the courses more suitable for the market requirements. A parallel future
research avenue could be the creation of a typology of skills that may help to build a framework of
pedagogical contents for developing such skills.
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