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Abstract
This paper focuses onthe nascent entrepreneurial process from an identity-based
perspective. We build on research in the role identity, entrepreneurship, and career
literature to develop a multi-dimensional concept of entrepreneurial identity. We link
entrepreneurial identity to the nascent process by detailing how it influences the way
individuals explore an opportunity or business idea, interpret environmental feedback, and

evaluate alternatives. Through these processes, entrepreneurial identity influences key

outcomes of the nascent stage, including whether nascents persist or abandon their efforts to

become entrepreneurs.



Entrepreneurship research has accumulated a large body of empirical evidence
about the survival and performance determinants of start- up businesses. Yet, for many
years, the processes that led to their founding received little systematic examination. It
has only been during the last decade that researchers have sought to systematically
examine the processes of venture gestation by focusing on the figure of the “nascent
entrepreneur” or “those persons currently taking explicit steps to start a new business
(Reynolds & White, 1997: 40).” Thisarea of research promisesto illuminateearly
selection processes that lead to the formation of new businesses (Aldrich 1999).

To use the objective-subjective dichotomy that has organized research on careers
(Barley, 1989), research on nascent entrepreneurship has primarily focused on the
objective factors that influence entrepreneurial activity. The objective stream
emphasizes observable activities or facilitators of the individual or team that makes

entrepreneuria activity an attractive career path and the environmental factors that serve
as a selection mechanism (Aldrich, 1999; Carroll and Mosakowski, 1997). Recent
empirical studies of nascents have found that they have higher education levels and work
experience than a control sample (Davidson and Honig 2003). When followed over time,
nascents who took business classes and were a member of a business network were
linked to indicators of successful business founding (Davidson and Honig 2003).

The focus on the objective also assumes that the achievement of relevant
milestones are critical to the start-up stage and that the inability to achieve specific
milestones should explain why some nascents decide to give up. However, studies show

that there are few consistent predictors(writing a business planand creating a legal



entity) of persistence from an extensive list of activities that were tracked (Shane and
Delmar 2004; Delmar and Shane 2003). Surprisingly, as a broad measure of milestone
achievement, the total number of startup activities undertaken has an equivocal
relationship to persistence when comparing Swedish and US nascent samples (Shane and
Delmar 2003; Carter et al. 1996). It is also puzzling that individuals can persist for along
time in developing a new business: in the most recent large scale study of nascentsin the
US, 38 percent of those who had replied yes to the question “are you, alone or with
others, now trying to start a new business?’ cited their first activity had occurred five
years prior to the time of the survey (Gartner, Carter, and Reynolds, 2004). The tenuous
relationship between achievement of milestonesand persistence suggests a more complex
founding process than initially thought.

We believe that these perplexing findings highlight the need for further theorizing

on the subjective experience of becoming an entrepreneur. Broadly speaking,

subjectively oriented research focuses on the factors that affect individual’s perceptions,
attitudes, and motivations toward entrepreneurial activity. Past research has sought to
find enduring personality traits and other dispositional measures that predispose
individuals toward entrepreneurship, but with poor results (Gartner, 1989). A more
promising avenue for theory development lies in explicating the nascent entrepreneurial
process as arole trangition that is characterized by deeper identity dynamics. An explicit
focus on identity can broaden our understanding of nascent entrepreneurship and shed
light on trangitions typified in Welter’s (2001) estimates that as many as 17% of the
German population considered entrepreneurship as a professional possibility, 6% had

detailed ideas, but only about 2% were actively trying to start a business.



A central theme in research attempting to better understand how individuals adapt
and manage transitions is the organizing construct of identity (Ibarra, 2003; Ashforth,
2001; Louis 1980; Stebbens, 1970). Because identity is conceptualised as a structure of
meanings relating to the self that changes over time and over successive roles, identity is
adynamic construct intimately linked to emergence processes such as socialization
(Buke and Tully, 1977; Ibarra, 1999). Identity, in turn, helpsindividuals orient to their
context, give meaning to their experience, and provide guidelines for action.

Our paper isthe firgt to fully develop the concept of entrepreneurial identity, and
apply it to explaining outcomes in the process of nascent entrepreneurship. Wedraw on
role identity theory to develop a multi-dimensional construct of entrepreneurial identity.
We present a model of how identity dynamics influence arole evaluation processthat is
critical to explaining persistence in the nascent stage. Our model of entrepreneurial
identity gives us afuller account than prior objectively-focused research on transitions

and can help explain the fundamental question of why some individuals become
entrepreneurs while others never try or give up in their efforts (Shane and Venkataraman,

2000).

SUBJECTIVE PERSPECTIVES ON ENTREPRENEURIAL TRANSITIONS

Leveraging the definition used to frame the study of careers (Stebbins, 1970;
Barley, 1989), the subjective stream is concerned with a source of regularity in
entrepreneurial behaviour that may be explained by individuals perceptions, attitudes,
and motivations toward entrepreneuria activity. Early research was focused on finding

the distinctive psychological traits unique to this group; however, efforts to identify a



psychological profile that would predispose individuals to entrepreneurial activity have
been characterized by equivocal findings (Gartner, 1989). Lack of findings are not
surprising since psychological traits may be too wide in predictive scope to discriminate
entrepreneurs from norentrepreneurs. For example locus of control, capturing
individuals perceptions of the degree of control they effect in the events that happen to
them, is likely to play as important a role in manageria and organizational settings
(Jennings and Zeithaml, 1983) as in entrepreneuria situations (Chen, Greene, and Crick,
1998).

Another drawback to areliance on traits as predictors of entrepreneurial activity is
their static nature that provides little insight into transition processes® In contrast, career
researchers, rooted in early work by Hughes and others, defined the subjective experience
more broadly to encompass how individuals make sense of what is happening to them
and the resulting changes in their perceptions of themselves (Hughes 1958; Nicholson
1984; Louis 1980).

Identity emerged as a theme through qualitative research that showed that work
role trangitions, by virtue of changesin the set of activities that make up the content of
the work, raise self-awareness and lead to assessments of one’s own abilities, interests,
and beliefs. Similar to other transition processes studied by career scholars, entry into

entrepreneurship involves some measure of self-assessment and results in feedback that

! Another branch of subjectively oriented research focusing on finding the distinctive cognitions and mental
processes that may underpin entrepreneurial activity is vulnerable to the same criticism Entrepreneurial
cognitions have been defined as the body of relevant assessments, judgements, and decisionsinvolved in
new venture creation (Mitchell et al. 2002). While sources of cognitions such asmental schemas for
entrepreneurial activity or biasesin risk perception are not inherently static, researchers have largely treated
them as dispositional measures that are validated when entrepreneurscan be differentiated fromnon-
entrepreneurs.



can prompt sense-making and self-targeted reflection (Louis 1980).2 Warren (2004), for
example, reported that women entrepreneurs when reflecting on their decision to become
an entrepreneur grappled with the meaning of being an entrepreneur and the implications
of other roles such as *professional business woman’ for their own self-definition.
Studies of the role transition process, for example when becoming a manager,
show that the changing configuration of relationships that accompany a work role change
can aso prompt enduring changes in identity (Hill 1990). While new ties are created,
other relationships are atered or severed. In the new interaction patterns and the
information and feedback that are transmitted through these ties, individuals learn about
the role expectations and gain self-knowledge in the role (Morrison 1993). Hence, in
accounting for the socialization of newcomers to organizations, Van Mannen and Schein
(1979) argue that the relevant elements of meaning that are internalized in the transition

include perspective, norms, and time horizon necessary for effective enactment of arole.

Role Identity Theory

The coupling of role and identity that runs through subjectively-oriented research
has a foundation in symbolic interactionism, itself based on the work of Mead (1934),
that emphasized the social nature of identity formation and its roots in broader societal
structure (Gecas, 1982). Building on this perspective, identity theorists elaborated on the
relationship between identity and roles, a critical organizing element of society and

organizations (Burke and Tully, 1977). Roles are social positions that carry with them

% Nascent entrepreneurs appear to think of the decision to become an entrepreneur in personal and career
terms. From six broad dimensionsincluding items related to self -realization or a‘desire to challenge
myself’ and have impact on others, Carter et al. (2003) found that the motivations of nascent entrepreneurs
explained a significant portion of the variance in reasons to pursue entrepreneurship and were similar to the
career motivations reported by a comparison sample of non-entrepreneurs.
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expectations for behaviour and obligations to other actors (Merton 1957) and have core
and periphera features that are thought to generally characterize individuasin the role
(Ashforth, 2001).

While roles provide broad guides for action, they are given fuller meaning when
individualized by the occupant. As documented by Ibarra (1999) when studying senior
partners in consulting and investment banking, well-defined work roles can be enacted in
asurprisingly wide range of interpretations that are al considered more or less legitimate
and thus appropriate for modelling by junior colleagues. The notion of ‘role identity’
was thus developed to encapsulate the close linkage betweenthe socialy defined
elements that underlie arole and an individua’s own idiosyncratic interpretations of that
role (McCall and Simmons, 1966). Role identities in turnform a basis for organizing the
sdlf-concept or “the totality of an individua’s thoughts and feelings having reference to

oneself as an object” (Rosenberg, 1979).

CONSTRUCTING AN ENTREPRENEURIAL IDENTITY

Building on the role identity literature, we develop a concept of entrepreneurial
identity that helps to fill an important gap in subjectively-oriented research on nascent
entrepreneurship. Broader research on the conceptualisation and measurement of role
identities advances the view that role identity is a multi-dimensional construct (Hoelter,
1985).2 An important implication of this view is that there are multiple definitions of

what it means to be an “entrepreneur”.

8 Summarizing prior research on identity measurement, Hoelter (1985) notes that eight dimensions of
meaning based on semantic differentials have emerged in the literature that include: evaluation, power,
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Because there has been little theoretical work at the cross section of identity,
careers, and entrepreneurship, there is no explicit account of the relevant dimensions
attached to an entrepreneurial role identity. Instead, scholars have tended to focus on the
activities that characterize the role of the entrepreneur in an economic system
(Schumpeter, 1934) and within the firm (Penrose, 1959) which we argue captures role
content, a critical but not the sole dimension of an entrepreneurial role.

Based on areview of the organizationa identity, ethnic and racia identity
literature, as well as seminal writings on the key activities that define the entrepreneur,
we propose four main dimensions that cover critical aspects of meaning. These
dimensions describe how the individual defines the entrepreneurial role and her
attachment to that role. We highlight two dimensions that encompass the attributes and
activities associated with the role and serve to define it as a social category. The
remaining two dimensions are evaluative, tapping explicitly into the identity’s valence

and the subjective importance of the role to one’s self-concept.

Identity attributes. The first element of entrepreneurial identity refers to the
personal characteristics that are commonly believed to distinguish people occupying an
entrepreneurial role. For example, a study of women making the transition from
employment to self-employment described an entrepreneur by traits such as: innovation,
perseverance, dynamism, autonomy, individualism, and risk-taking (Cohen and Musson
2000). This contrasts with core features of a manager which are characterized as

emotional stability, aggressiveness, and objectivity (Greenhaus and Buetell 1985).

activity, affect, and subjective importance. Relevant identity dimensions are likely to emerge from both
theoretical and empirical observation. He states that: “ Because one can always derive more dimensions
than are capable of being empirically analyzed at one time, thought must be given to selecting the most

central dimensions that give meaning to identities.”

-9-



These beliefs about characteristics are perceived traits that may be based on an
individua’ s direct experience in the role, past work experience, relationships with
entrepreneurs, or on ideal types propagated by the media and broader culture Individuals
will differ in their perceived profile of entrepreneuria traits, although social processes
will lead to some shared perceptions that can be considered stereotypical, i.e.
‘entrepreneurs generally are’ (Burke and Tulley 1977).

Identity content. Another dimension of entrepreneurial identity focuses on the
content or set of activities that are perceived to be associated with the entrepreneurial
role. Aswith attributes, there will likely be differences in content definitionacross
individuals about what entrepreneurs typically do and even the appropriate sequencing of
those activities by new versus experienced role occupants (Delmar, Shane, and George,
2004).

To comprehend the range of entrepreneurial activities that can comprise identity
content, one only has to turn to the different definitions of entrepreneurship that have
appeared in the literature. Early definitions of entrepreneurs focused on elements of
bearing risk and managing uncertainty (Brockhaus 1982). Others have argued that
opportunity identification and exploitation are the principa activities of entrepreneurs
(Shane and Venkataraman, 2000; Schumpeter 1934). This involves the cognitive
recognition that there is a misallocation of resources and that these resources could be put
to better use. The economic payoff comes from recombining resources and selling them
at more than the cost of acquisition and recombination.

Other definitions have equated entrepreneurship with the phenomenon of new

venture creation (Gartner 1985) and organization building (Bird 1989). With the greater
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emphasis on execution, entrepreneurs thus may share characteristics and activities with
the manageria role. The prototypical entrepreneur is a business founder, focused on
profit and growth, and is characterized by innovative behaviour and the use of strategic
management practices (Carlard et al. 1984). Because they reflect personal definitions,
entrepreneurial content may be notable by what it is not—work roles based on earning
wages or salary—thereby expanding role content to include self-employment and running
afamily-owned firm (Gimeno et al. 1997; Evans and L eighton 1989).

Because they define the scope for individual action (Ashforth, Kreiner, and
Fugate, 2000), understanding the content of role identities can lead to more fine- grained
predictions about the conditions under which oneislikely to observe certain behaviours.
Weaver and Agle (2002), for example, posited that self- identity as areligious person
would lead to ethical behaviour when the religious role identity included the importance

of overt behaviours such as helping others and devotional activities. Similarly, because

they aso implicate goals and strategies (Ashforth et al., 2000), different role contents will
have different implications for behaviour. For example, individuals who associate the
entrepreneurial role with the creation of inventions or new patents may validate their
identity without creating new businesses.

As we discuss in the next section, the content attributes are an important
dimension along which the entrepreneurial role is evaluated to other current or possible
roles and help to explain why some become entrepreneurs. We would also expect to find
that role content attributions help to explain variation across individuals in what

entrepreneurial activities they undertake in the nascent stage.
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Roleregard. A third core feature of entrepreneurial identity focuses specifically
onthe positive to negative assessments that individuals have about the entrepreneurial
role. Research has found that personal evauative judgments can differ from what
individuals believe are the broader society’s view of the role-identity (Sellerset al.,
1998). Hence, we differentiate between public and private regard. Public regard refers
to the evaluations the individual believes the broader society holds with respect to the
entrepreneurial role. Private regard refers to the positive to negative evaluations that the
individual holds about entrepreneurs as a group. These opinions are likely to be informed
by personal experience, social relationships, and awareness of broader political and
economic discourses in which entrepreneurship is often an important theme.

In theorizing on organizational identification processes, Dutton et a. (1994) make
asimilar distinction between the individual’ s perceived organizationa identity and the
perceptions that the individual holds regarding how others perceive the organization,

termed ‘ construed external image’. They highlight that belonging to an organization with
a positive externa image can reinforce a member’s own identification with the
organization. But distinguishing between perceived public and private regard can also be
valuable to the extent that there are behavioral consequences to holding private opinions
of entrepreneurial people that may diverge from public opinion.

Identity centrality. The dimension of identity centrality captures the subjective
importance of an entrepreneurial identity within an individua’s self-concept. Two
theoretical perspectives within the identity literature highlight different mechanisms for
the development of identity centrality. The first focuses on centrality based on

identification with the role and its attributes such that similarity in attributes between
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person and role can form the basis for role identification, defined as the perception of
oneness or sense of belonging to a socia group or role. Elaborating on this processin the
organizational context, Dukerich, Golden, and Shortell (2002) find that the attributes
associated with an organization’ s identity and its' perceived attractivenessare an
important factor in predicting an individual’ s identification with the organization.
Identification processes help explain why some individuals early in the nascent stage
attach great subjective importance to an entrepreneuria role in the absence of activities or
interactions that can legitimate the new identity.

A second mechanism emphasized by symbolic interactionists links identity
centrality to the social relationships (their number and perceived importance) that come
to be based on a particular role (Stryker and Serpe, 1982).* Centrality from this
perspective is determined by the relative position of a particular identity vis-a-vis other
identities that make up an individual’ s self-concept. The subjective importance of a

particular identity is evidenced by the greater likelihood that a particular identity is
invoked in asocia setting. The development of identity centrality is rooted in the social
validation that is received in interactions between the role occupant and the menbers of
therole set. Assuming a new role requires that others react to the new role performance
asif the person has the identity appropriate to that role performance (Goffman, 1959).
Asaresult, the greater the number of valued social ties that would be lost from a
particular role identity, the stronger the role identity will be maintained.

The link between identity centrality to behaviour has been established in a broad
range of role identities. Burke and Reitzes (1981), for example, show that the subjective

importance of areligious identity led individuals to spend more of their free time in the

4 Stryker and Serpe (1982) use the term * salience’ to capture this type of identity centrality.
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role. Moreover, afocus on the centrality of role identities has been empiricaly linked to
creative behaviour (Farmer, Tierney, Kung-Mcintyre 2003), and psychological
commitment (Reich, 2000) and behavioural commitment to volunteering (Charng,
PFilliavin, and Callero, 1988; Callero, 1985).

While they are presented in static form, the four dimensions of entrepreneuria
identity outlined above helps to shed light on the basic components of entrepreneurial
role identity change. Through in-role experimentation and social interaction, individuals
update and refine the entrepreneuria role identity in terms of the attributes and activities
they define as consistent with the entrepreneurial role. Thisis also likely to result in
greater centrality of an entrepreneuria role within a person’s self-concept that is
increasingly grounded in a willingness to enact the role rather than through identification

with therole.

Relationship Between Dimensions

A multi-dimensional construct of entrepreneuria identity suggests that possible
interrel ationships between the dimensions exist and may grow stronger as the nascent
stage progresses. First, it is expected that the relationship between identity centrality and
private regard should be positive; those with central entrepreneurial identities will have
more positive opinions of entrepreneurs and their activities. Due to a basic motivation to
view oneself favorably (Taylor and Brown, 1988), it is expected that high identity
centraity will be associated with morepositive than negative role content and attributes

A nascent with a central entrepreneurial identity may stress the positive social impact of
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entrepreneurship over the personal economic gains that others would find to be a more
defining characteristic of the role.

Because personal opinions are influenced by the views of others, private regard
will tend to be correlated with public regard in the absence of strong role centrality. High
private and public regard is expected to promote a positive view of role content and
attributes. However, time in the role may also change evaluations of how nascents regard
the role that in turn may diverge from their perceptions of how others are thought to view
therole (Ashforth and Kreiner, 1999). The relationship between private and public regard
can weaken or become negative such that private regard could become more positive
while public regard becomes increasingly negative. The divergence between public and
private regard may in fact have motivational power if one's attributions of entrepreneurs
include that they are iconoclastic or act as ‘David against Goliath’ (Dodd 2002).

Finally, constellations of activities and at tributes are likely to be discernible

across individuals forming broader entrepreneurial types. We would expect for example
than a definition of entrepreneurial content that involves introducing new to the world
products or processes will be associated with different attributes than entrepreneurship as
brokering, defined as taking something that is plentiful and selling it where it is scarce
Entrepreneuria types are likely to be stable at any given point in time within a population
and variation in types will be more discernible when comparing differenttime periods or

different populations.

Self-Efficacy and Entrepreneurial |dentity
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Sdf-efficacy is defined as a person’ s beliefs about their “ capabilities to organize
and execute courses of action required to attain designated types of performances
(Bandura1986: 391).” In turn, feelings of efficacy in important domains of an
individual’s life can contribute to a positive, generalized self-esteem (Gecas, 1982).

Perceptions of self-efficacy can play arole in entrepreneurial career choice
because motivation to act is based in part on whether individuals perceive that being an
entrepreneur is possible in terms of their ability to execute the activities necessary. Chen
et d. (1998) found that beliefs in the ability to complete tasks likely to be unique to the
entrepreneuria role were related to willingness to start a business and differentiated
entrepreneurs from managers.

Aswe detail in the next section, sef-efficacy evolves over the nascent stagein
response to feedback and facilitates changes in entrepreneurial identity. Our construct of
entrepreneurial identity however emphasises that beliefsin task ability are but one

element of the subjective experience of arole transitionthat characterises the process of

becoming an entrepreneur.

LINKING IDENTITY TO ENTREPRENEURIAL OUTCOMES

With the construct of entrepreneurial identity, we shed light onthe subjective
experience of transitions into entrepreneurship. In this section we detail how
entrepreneurial identity can affect the dynamicsof the nascent stage and influence
outcomes. In particular, entrepreneuria identity influences how individuals explore an

opportunity or business idea, interpret environmental feedback, and evaluate alternatives
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The results of these processes in turn influence key outcomes of the nascent stage that
include the decision to persist or abandon one’ sefforts. Finally, our mode details how
this process in turn hasan impact on an emerging entrepreneurial identity, most notably

reinforcing or diminishing initial identity centrality.

Impact of Identity on Early Gestation Activity and Interpretation of Feedback

As depicted in Figure 1, our model of the process of gestation begins with the
engagement of activities that allow the entrepreneur to obtain support and resources for
the nascent venture. For example, consistent with their notions of the role content,
nascents may contact financial providers, potential customers or key suppliers, network
contact, or organizations that provide support for entrepreneurs (Larsson and Star, 1992).
Asaconsequence of these interactions, the nascent entrepreneur obtains feedback about

the potential viability of the venture.

--- Insert Figure 1 About Here ---

A large literature has established a link between identity and the processing and
interpretation of information that in turn guides behaviour (Markus & Nurius, 1986;
Fiske & Taylor, 1991; Ashforth, 2001). In particular, information processing is guided
by basic, and sometimes conflicting, motives to have an accurate view of the self and to
maintain pre-existing conceptions of the self (Fiske & Taylor, 1991). In caseswhere a
sdf-related belief is strong, a need for consistency has been found to be greater than a
need to have an accurate self-image. When provided with discrepant evidence, people
with a strongly held belief about themselves tend to ignore the evidence, quickly forget it,

or take action to rectify other’s discrepant views (Swann, 1997; Swann and Hill, 1982).
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Hence, we posit that feedback will tend to be filtered by a nascent’s
entrepreneurial identity. Nascents with high identity centrality would be expected to
interpret feedback in self-affirming ways. For example, denial of financia credit may be
optimistically attributed to the fact that the loan officer did not understand the business
and therefore that it would be reasonable to keep trying with other contacts.®

In contrast, nascent entrepreneurs with low identity centrality may be more
oriented towards testing the accuracy of their beliefs about themselvesin an
entrepreneurial role. Assessing self-accuracy involves undertaking activities that will
provide information about dimensions on which the nascent entrepreneur is most
uncertain (Trope, 1979). For example, doubts about one’ stemperament for
entrepreneurial activity may result in feedback-seeking on the topic of personal traits
from others. Overall, we would expect that being more open to negative feedback

increases the likelihood of abandonment among nascents with low identity centrality in

comparison to those who have high identity centrality.

Evaluation of Alternatives

The next step in our model of the gestation process is to evauate performance
feedback about the entrepreneurial role relative to aternativeroles. Earlier attemptsto
understand the dynamics of career change have viewed career transitions as a role change
and explicitly featured an evaluation process in the model. While the decision making
mechanism was broadly the same, different scholars emphasized different dimensions

along which the evaluation process occurred. Mihal, Sorce, and Comte (1984) focused

®> Moreover, the impact of identity on the feedback processis greatly enhanced when, asis often the casein
early start-up contexts, environmental feedback about the potential viability of the venture is ambiguous
and hence open to interpretation.
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on a broad range of criteria including the link between work and nonwork roles that
would likely to lead to satisfaction or dissatisfaction with a current role. 1n the Rhodes
and Doering (1983) approach, alarge literature on job satisfaction was leveraged to
highlight the relevant factors to be examined in the comparison between alternative roles.
One criterion they cite is the match between personal need for growth opportunities and
the expected growth opportunities from a current or alternative role. A moderator in their
model of satisfaction with a current role concerns whether expected performance in the
current versus alternative role is consistent with the expected rewards.

In addition to the above work, the evaluation process outlined here draws on the
model of entrepreneurial exit proposed by Gimeno et a (1997), in which the decision to
persist in an entrepreneurial venture was characterized by an evaluation of the role
relative to alternative roles and an assessment of the costs of switching roles
characterized in both economic and non-economic terms.®

Evaluation of economic and noneconomic benefits. The way an individual
delineates the content of the entrepreneurial role influences the expected economic
benefits for the activity. For example, individuals who define entrepreneurial activity in
terms of small business activity or self-employment are likely to hold lower projections
of economic reward than if entrepreneurial role content is defined as bringing a new

product or technology to market.”

® This discussion recognizes that alarge literature has successfully explained differential rates of entry into
and exit from small business activity based on objective factors, particularly estimates of the payoffs of
human and social capital in the entrepreneurial role versus alternative roles (Evans and L eighton, 1989;
Gimeno et a., 1997). However, beyond those objective factors, entrepreneurial identity may affect the
evaluation process between a possible entrepreneurial role and other referent roles.

" However, the comparison of economic benefits of entrepreneurial activity to areferent role such as salary -
based work may still be favourable when paths to formal employment are blocked, as has been documented
in the case of ethnic immigrants (Waldinger 1986).
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Elements of entrepreneurial identity are particularly important in the evaluation of
non-economic benefits of making a successful entrepreneurial transition Thisinsight is
based on prior research into the determinants of venture survival that has shown that non
economic considerations (psychic income, in economic parlance) also affectsthe
continuation of small entrepreneurial ventures. Gimeno et al. (1997) found, for example,
that having parents who are entrepreneurs can make the entrepreneurial role more
attractive thereby increasing continuation rates

Our entrepreneuria role identity model suggests a number of sources of
psychological benefitsthat could enhance the attractiveness of the entrepreneurial role.
First, satisfaction may come from the positive feelings one holds toward the role or role
occupants as a social group (private regard). A component of motivation can also be
based on perceived others' positive perceptions of the entrepreneurial role (public
regard). Thus, entrepreneurs with positive regard would value involvement in

entrepreneurial activities that may compensate for low evaluations of the role’ s economic
rewards.

Entrepreneurial identity centrality captures the subjective importance of the
entrepreneurial role in one’s overall self-concept. Identity centrality is likely to increase
the expected psychological benefit of assuming the entrepreneurial role over other
aternative roles Callero (1985) emphasized how consistency between behaviour and
role centrality enhances feelings of self- efficacy which rests on successful role
performance. We would thus expect that when the psychological rewards of behaving
entrepreneurially are high, as when entrepreneurial role centrality is high, there will be

greater motivation to persist in the nascent stage.
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Evaluation of transition magnitude. Beyond the relative evaluation of benefits
of the entrepreneuria role to other possible reference roles, the evaluation process will
also take into account the magnitude of the role transition. Gimeno et al. (1997)
conceived of transition magnitude as a switching cost that included the psychological cost
of experiencing uncertainty. While it has been focused on socialization processes,
researchhas shown that lower perceived transition magnitude is related to the successful
adjustment of a new role (Pinder and Schroeder, 1987).

In evauating perceived magnitude, a potential entrepreneurial role is compared to
areferent role that may be a currently held role but could also be an idealized image of a
current or former role (Ebaugh 1988). The lower the overlap in content and attributes
between the role identities, the greater the perceived transition magnitude. For example,
an employee of alarge organization considering the possibility of starting a new business
will assess transition magnitude by whether the prior and new role overlaps in terms of

the content (activities engaged in those roles) and the attributes (the behavioral traits
associated with those roles). Someone currently employed who has a role with greater
independence and autonomy will assess that transition as being lower in magnitude than
someone in a highly structured work role.

In addition, when the referent role has a high degree of subjective importance, a
transition from that role represents a significant psychological cost in terms of
disengaging from a role and its concomitant social relationships. As aresult, individuals
with a strong identification to another role that is different in content and attributes to the
entrepreneuria role will judge transition magnitude to be high. Thisin turn would have a

negative effect on subsequent entrepreneurial persistence.
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Effect of Nascent Process on Entrepreneurial 1dentity

The process described above reflects arelatively linear process. In redlity, the
process is probably best represented by a cycle or loop, where interpretation and
evaluation processes can also affect identity. For example, entrepreneurs who enter the
nascent process with low identity centrality may encounter positive environmental
feedback that over time leads to changes in facets of the entrepreneurial identity that
matches the prior successful experiences. For example, entrepreneurial content or
activities that are characteristic of the role will become more tightly linked to past
successful experiences.

On the reverse, lack of milestone achievement may lead over time to the
weakening of the subjective importance of an entrepreneurial identity. In the presence of

significant and repeated negative environmental feedback, nascent entrepreneurs must

adjust their own beliefs about their ability to successfully engage in the activities
necessary. When entrepreneurial identity is central to the self-concept, this adjustment
can aso threaten self-esteem. We believe that dormancy, a state of inactivity
accompanied by an unwillingness to abandon al intentions of engaging in entrepreneuria
activity, can be an adaptive response. For a strongly held self-belief that oneis
entrepreneurial, dormancy acts to deflect the consequences of negative feedback and
minimize further negative feedback on self-esteem.

While dormancy may be a more likely outcome, we can speculate as to the factors
that will facilitate abandonment within this group as suggested by our model. Namely,

other socia roles must shift in their attractiveness relative to the entrepreneurial role.
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This may be due to changes in the personal context that leads to a reassessment of
priorities. Anillness, adivorce, or arelocation, may provide animpetus for
reconsidering commitment to a lingering entrepreneurial identity. These life changes can
aso introduce new social relationships with othersthat have fewer expectations based on
an individual’s past roles (Ibarra, 2003). Lack of social reinforcement can serve to further
weaken entrepreneurial identity centrality. The model suggestsa co-evolution of

entrepreneurial activities with entrepreneurial identity.

DISCUSSION

In this paper, we have presented the entrepreneurial identity construct to better
explain the transition process of nascent entrepreneurs. It is our thesis that a subjective

approach, concerned with a source of regularity in entrepreneurial behaviour that may be

explained by introspective processes, can provide afuller understanding of the nascent
entrepreneurial stage. Entrepreneurial identity captures important dimensions of the
subjective experience involving perspectives on the role's content and attributes, public
and private regard for the role, and its subjective importance or centrality.

When entrepreneurial identity is considered in the transition process, it becomes
apparent that the transition process is a'so multi-dimensional. While the objective
approach has emphasized how nascents progress through the stage by completing
milestones, a subjective approach highlights the importance of subjective assessments,
most notably that of transition magnitude and the psychological benefits of assuming the

entrepreneurial role. A contribution of this model is to provide an account of how
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identity influences key outcomes of the nascent stage. Our model suggests that whether
nascents go on to found a new business will depend in part on the importance of the
entrepreneuria identity to their self-concept, how any subsequent feedback is interpreted,
and the relative attractiveness of the entrepreneuria role to referent roles.

Researchers have typically viewed the key outcomes of interest in this process as
binary: founding (success) or abandonment (failure). Arother implication of our model
isthat persistence is atheoretically interesting outcome that can be best understood from
a subjective, identity-based perspective. In the U.S sample of nascents, long gestation
periods (median = 3.5 years; mean = 6.3 years) suggest that dormancy is atypical
outcome and yet this source of heterogeneity has been largely ignored.® In our model,
dormant nascentsare likely to strongly identify with the entrepreneurial role but may not
be actively engaged in the process in order to minimize the likelihood of negative
feedback. Significant changes in a number of conditions in the individua’s context that

in turn affect the relative attractiveness of the entrepreneurial role to a referent role may
be necessary in order to overcome dormancy.

Our model a'so distinguishes among types of persistent activity: actions can be
undertakento assess fit with the entrepreneuria role or they can be undertaken to affirm
an existing identity. Inignoring identity dynamics, objective approachesto the study of
nascent activity overlook the significance of certain activities that may nevertheless be
important to persistence. For example, strategies that are helpful to testing the viability
of anew identity could include time budgeting that involves setting deadlines or

reassessment points before making decisions to continue or abandon. Other activities

8 Dormancy is viewed as simply atemporary outcome (i.e., at some point, the venture will either be formed
or the process will be abandoned), but long gestation periods suggest the process takesmuch longer than

what seems necessary to achieveadequate feedback for decisions to abandon.
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might include short-term projects, temporary assignments, and sabbaticals (Ibarra, 2003)
that occur well before efforts to start a new business are underway.

The recognition that exploration of a businessidea or opportunity may bedriven
by testing or affirmation motives raises an intriguing question: does an emphasis onone
or the other kind of search have consequences for the organization that is created and for
itssubsequent performance? Being open to negative as well as positive feedback can
result in changes in behaviour that result in greater adaptiveness of the venture to its
environment. In contrast, nascent entrepreneurs with a central identity may be more
proneto searching for confirming evidence and interpreting feedback in self-confirming
ways that can result in lower adaptiveness in the face of negative environmental

feedback.

M easur ement

Further research is needed to test the model outlined in this paper. A first stepis
to operationalize the dimensions of entrepreneurial identity and establish the construct’s
validity. While measurement is the least developed area of the identity literature,
advances have been made (Gecas, 1982). Burke and Tully (1977) offer a methodology
for measuring entrepreneuria identity by using a semantic differential technique to
identify the set of attributes that would distinguish entrepreneur from other counter-roles
such as manager. A desirable feature of this method is that it captures an individual’s
own self-assessment and allows for aggregation across individuals to summarize
quantitatively the dimensions that characterize “ entrepreneur” from a counter-role. Using

this approach, concrete behaviors can also be assessed by the extent to which they are
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meaningful to a specific role (Burke and Reitzes, 1981). A key chalengeisto
characterize role content with enough specificity, by including sub-dimensions such as
role scripts, so asto be able to identify the characteristics that most differentiate the
entrepreneuria role from other roles.

To examine id entity centrality, Jackson (1981) has developed atool for assessing
respondent’ s differential attachment to a variety of identities that includes retrospective
and prospective assessment of timein agiven role. In thisinstrument, central identities
are correlated with statementsin a‘commitment index’ that indicate a strong willingness
to enact the identity. Consistent with the symbolic interactionist view of identity, the
instrument al so assesses the inclination to have others recognize this central aspect of
themselves. Other measures of centrality can tap extent of identification with arole by
using clustering techniques (Rosenberg, 1997) or Venn diagrams (Bagami and Bagozzi
2000) to measure the extent of overlap between self and the target role. A scale

capturing role regard can build on the racial regard sub-scale developed and validated by
Sellerset a. (1997). Persistence (or disbanding) in the nascent stage can be measured by
the pace of organizing activity over time, the timely accomplishment of entrepreneurial
milestones, the pursuit of a current or alternative careers, and psychological commitment
to the venture. To further bolster the case that these multiple factors have a causal impact

on persistence, alongitudinal research design isessential.

Futur e Resear ch Dir ections

In addition to testing, we also believe the model can be extended in a number of

theoretically interesting directions generally revolving around the integration of objective
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and subjective approaches. Barley (1989) notes that an artificial divide has arisen that
resultsin partial pictures of the social processes under view. On the one hand, afocus on
objective factors fails to capture the dynamics of career change and in particular the
richness of individual’s subjective experiences during transition periods. On the other
hand, a focus on subjective factors may overstate the role of individual action and
provide inadequate theoretical attention to social structures and environmental conditions
that constrain career outcomes. Integrating these approaches in a coherent way may
generate more complete models of career dynamics and transitions to entrepreneurship
provide a natural context in which to integrate these perspectives.

Impact of Social Networks. One areathat would allow such integration is to
link social networks more explicitly to the identity development process. Social
networks have tended to be viewed as media for the acquisition of resources and been a

key variable of interest in objectively oriented research in entrepreneurship (Hoang and

Antoncic, 2003). But they are also conduits for learning about role content and role
attributes and provide the most direct sources of input to role regard. Mentors and role
models, by virtue of their knowledge and advice, can also reduce the perceived
magnitude of atransition (Gibson 2003).

The formation of new network ties al'so constitutes an important form of
feedback. Theseties may be with customers or professional service providers such as
lawyers or accountantswho not only provide information and resources to the venture but
may also affirm an entrepreneurial identity. Understanding the subjective experience of

new tie formationcan highlight another facet of the nascent process that may be very
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consequential for persistence and further blur the lines between objective and
subjectively-oriented research.

At a broader level, certain network structures can facilitate an individual’s
acquisition of knowledge and insight into the entrepreneurial role (Higgens and Kram,
2001). Understanding direct network ties to role set members and broader network
structures may provide important insights into how entrepreneurial identity and its
constituent dimensions evolve over time. Future research could also examine how and
what types of network structures may differentially expose individuals to a wider or more
narrow range of alternative roles that can affect the length of the nascent stage.

Linksto Organizational Development. We believe that situating identity
development in social network development and feedback |oops offers the basic elements
for exploring how the concept of entrepreneurial identity can scale to influence

subsequent organizational development. While the dynamics of organizational identity

and culture change in established organizations have been explored (Corley and Gioia,
1994; Hatch and Schultz, 1997), the foundations of their emergence are less well
understood. An implication of this perspective is that behaviours that arise from
individual’ s conceptions of their emerging role identity are the initial orientation that
shapes subsequent venture development (Kimberly, 1981). Moreover, these behaviours
are framed in narratives that together become a source of meaning from which
subsequent action and feedback are interpreted by various stakeholders (Zott and Huy
2005; Fiol 1991) and, at the collective level, from which legitimacy is conferred (Aldrich

and Fiol, 1994).
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While entrepreneurial identity and organizational identity may be synonymousin
the nascent stage, they are likely to diverge over time as the venture grows and
institutionalization processes take hold (Kimberly, 1979). Following this process and
understanding the levers for divergence will yield new insights into the conditions that
facilitate as well as delimit the entrepreneur’s impact on key facets of the organization

that is founded.

CONCLUSION

We began with recent evidence that shows a significant proportion of nascent
entrepreneurs spend very long periods of time trying to start a business and that those
who engage in these activities come from a broader set of individuals for whom

entrepreneurship is adistinct career possibility. Among career researchers for whom

entrepreneurship represents an example of individual mobility thought to characterize
boundaryless careers, these findings are significant if not surprising; however a coherent
framework for understanding the complexities of this process has been lacking In light
of this gap, we have developed the construct of entrepreneuria identity and its impact on
the entrepreneurial process in order to better understand the process of becoming an

entrepreneur.
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Figure 1. Impact of Entrepreneurial Identity on the Nascent Process
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