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Abstract
Although a great deal of attention has been paid to entrepreneurship education, only 
a few studies have analysed the impact of extra-curricular entrepreneurial activities 
on students’ entrepreneurial intention. The aim of this study is to fill this gap by 
exploring the role played by Student-Led Entrepreneurial Organizations (SLEOs) in 
shaping the entrepreneurial intention of their members. The analysis is based on a 
survey that was conducted in 2016 by one of the largest SLEOs in the world: the 
Junior Enterprises Europe (JEE). The main result of the empirical analysis is that 
the more time students spent on JEE and the higher the number of events students 
attended, the greater their entrepreneurial intention was. It has been found that other 
important drivers also increase students’ entrepreneurial intention, that is, the Sci-
ence and Technology field of study and the knowledge of more than two foreign lan-
guages. These results confirm that SLEOs are able to foster students’ entrepreneurial 
intention. The findings provide several theoretical, practical and public policy impli-
cations. SLEOs are encouraged to enhance their visibility and lobbying potential in 
order to be recognized more as drivers of student entrepreneurship. In addition, it 
is advisable for universities and policy makers to support SLEOs by fostering their 
interactions with other actors operating in the entrepreneurial ecosystem, who pro-
mote entrepreneurship and technology transfer activities. Lastly, this paper advises 
policy makers to assist SLEOs’ activities inside and outside the university context.

Resumen
Aunque se ha prestado mucha atención a la educación emprendedora, pocos estudios 
han analizado el impacto de las actividades emprendedoras extracurriculares en la in-
tención de emprender de los estudiantes. El objetivo de este estudio es llenar este vacío 

 * Giuliano Sansone 
 giulianosansone@gmail.com

1 Department of Management and Production Engineering, Politecnico Di Torino, Turin, Italy
2 Department of Entrepreneurship, Prague University of Economics and Business, Prague, 

Czech Republic
3 BRICK, Collegio Carlo Alberto, Turin, Italy

Published online: 19 March 2021/

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-2312-6605
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-6019-1051
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-5079-1101
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s10843-021-00288-6&domain=pdf


G. Sansone et al.

1 3

en la literatura mediante la exploración del papel que desempeñan las Organizaciones 
Empresariales Dirigidas por Estudiantes (Student-Led Entrepreneurial Organizations 
SLEOs por sus siglas en ingles) en la configuración de la intención emprendedora de sus 
miembros. El análisis se basa en una encuesta que fue realizada en 2016 por uno de los 
SLEO más importantes a nivel mundial: Junior Enterprises Europe (JEE). El resultado 
principal del análisis empírico es que cuanto más tiempo dedicaban los estudiantes a JEE 
y mayor era el número de eventos a los que asistían, mayor era su intención emprende-
dora. Se ha encontrado que otros factores importantes también aumentan el propósito 
emprendedor de los estudiantes, es decir, el campo de estudio de la ciencia y la tecnología 
y el conocimiento de más de dos idiomas extranjeros. Estos resultados confirman que 
los SLEO pueden fomentar el propósito emprendedor de los estudiantes. Los resultados 
proporcionan varias implicaciones teóricas, prácticas y de políticas públicas. Se anima a 
los SLEO a mejorar su visibilidad y su potencial de cabildeo para ser más reconocidos 
como impulsores del espíritu emprendedor de los estudiantes. Además, es recomendable 
que las universidades y los formuladores de políticas apoyen a las SLEO fomentando 
sus interacciones con otros actores que operan en el ecosistema emprendedor, quienes 
promueven el emprendimiento y las actividades de transferencia de tecnología. Por último, 
este documento aconseja a los responsables de las políticas que ayuden a las actividades 
de los SLEO dentro y fuera del contexto universitario.

Keywords Entrepreneurial intention · Entrepreneurship education · Student-Led 
Entrepreneurial Organizations · Student entrepreneurship

Summary highlights 

Contribution: Although numerous works have studied the role played by specific 
entrepreneurship education programs in influencing students’ entrepreneurial intention, 
this paper is the first to examine the factors that are associated with students’ entrepreneurial 
intent in the context of Student-Led Entrepreneurial Organizations (SLEOs).

Research Question/Purpose: The purpose of this paper has been to explore the role played 
by SLEOs in shaping the entrepreneurial intention of their members from a double perspec-
tive: individual-specific and organizational-specific.

Information/data: The data comes from a survey to one of the largest SLEOs in the world, 
the Junior Enterprises Europe (JEE).

Methodology: The study has empirically investigated the factors that affect students’ entre-
preneurial intention by conducting several regression analyses.

Results/findings: The main result of the empirical analysis is that the more time students spent 
in JEE and the higher the number of events students attended, the greater their entrepreneurial 
intention was. This result suggests that SLEOs have a positive and statistically significant 
impact on the entrepreneurial intention of their members and, as such, they constitute an 
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important component of the entrepreneurial university ecosystem that is able to foster an 
entrepreneurial culture. Other important drivers that can increase students’ entrepreneurial 
intention are being a student in the Science and Technology field and the knowledge of 
more than two foreign languages.

Limitations: The main limitations of this work are that the survey was only addressed to the 
members of one SLEO (albeit one of the largest) and the lack of a control sample.

Theoretical implications and recommendations: The findings show that SLEOs play an 
important role in shaping the willingness of students to become entrepreneurs. SLEOs are 
a relevant component of the entrepreneurial university ecosystem and actively help promote 
an entrepreneurial culture. Therefore, future studies on entrepreneurship should consider 
SLEOs as non-trivial stakeholders of the entrepreneurial ecosystem and incorporate the 
experiences of SLEOs in the analysis of entrepreneurial intention and abilities. The results 
also indicate that, in addition to experience in SLEOs, a student’s individual-specific attrib-
utes and curriculum are also important factors that help shape the willingness of students 
to become entrepreneurs.

Managerial and practical implications and recommendations: This paper has practical 
implications for SLEOs, universities and policy makers. SLEOs are encouraged to enhance 
their visibility and lobbying power in order to be more recognized as drivers of student entre-
preneurship. It is also suggested that universities should support and help students connect 
with SLEOs. Furthermore, universities could include SLEOs in consultations and promote 
their interaction with other actors engaged in entrepreneurship and technology transfer 
activities. Finally, policy makers could sustain SLEOs financially and foster their role in 
the entrepreneurial ecosystem with the aim of increasing society’s entrepreneurial culture.

Public policy implications and recommendations: This paper suggests that SLEOs are key 
agents in the development of an entrepreneurial culture among young people and the study 
of the role they play in shaping the entrepreneurial intention of their members is crucial in 
evaluating if there is a case for public policy intervention to stimulate their activity. This paper 
advises policy makers to assist SLEOs’ activities inside and outside the university context. 
Policy makers might need to design diversified policy initiatives and support measures to fit 
distinct entrepreneurial environments and to respond to different endorsements by universities.

Recommendations for future research: Future studies could explore which types of start-ups 
have been founded by SLEO associates and how the founders evaluate their experience in 
the SLEO. Moreover, it could be interesting to focus on students enrolled in SLEO not only 
in Europe but also outside Europe (such as in the USA, China, or in developing countries) in 
order to understand whether and how the impact of SLEOs changes across countries and to 
measure how the cultural differences of different countries impact entrepreneurial intention. 
Finally, since SLEOs are important actors in the entrepreneurial ecosystem, they should 
be included in future studies on the entrepreneurial culture and ecosystem of universities.
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Introduction

Over the last two decades, the importance of entrepreneurship for economic 
growth has been widely recognized (Powers and McDougall 2005; Van Stel et al. 
2005; Van Praag and Versloot 2007; Braunerhjelm et  al. 2010; Nabi and Liñán 
2013; GEM 2017). Recently, it has also been suggested that entrepreneurship 
helps enlighten people and encourage their personal growth (EC 2006; EC 2012; 
Farny et al. 2016). A report from the European Commission in 2012 has shown, 
for instance, that entrepreneurial attitudes are useful for all individuals in their 
daily lives and working activities.

Governments are currently fostering the creation and promotion of an entre-
preneurial culture and ecosystem (Cavallo et  al. 2020) by involving universi-
ties in order to enhance students’ entrepreneurial abilities and intention (Lewis 
and Llewellyn 2004; O’Connor 2013; Wright et  al. 2017; Siivonen et  al. 2019; 
Barbini et al. 2020). Accordingly, a remarkable expansion in the number of pro-
grams devoted to entrepreneurship education, aimed at introducing a cultural 
change of entrepreneurship, to all levels of education, has been realized through-
out the world (Katz 2003; Kuratko 2005; EC 2012; Blenker et al. 2012; Fretsch-
ner and Weber 2013; Martin et al. 2013; O’Connor 2013).

Entrepreneurship education represents a significant policy intervention, since 
it improves entrepreneurial abilities (EC 2006), has an impact on students’ 
entrepreneurial intention (Peterman and Kennedy 2003; Souitaris et  al. 2007; 
Pruett et  al. 2009; Engle et  al. 2010; Sánchez 2013), produces benefits to stu-
dents’ employability skills (Etzkowitz et  al. 2000) and, more generally, propels 
economic growth (Abreu and Grinevich 2013). Therefore, entrepreneurship edu-
cation is a valuable instrument that affects students as members of society as a 
whole, and not (just) as scholars in the classroom (Farny et al. 2016). There are 
now clear indications that universities are improving their curricular and extra-
curricular entrepreneurial activities (Hannon 2007; Souitaris et al. 2007; Wilson 
et al. 2007; Arranz et al. 2017; Varano et al. 2019) in order to encourage students 
to become enterprising (Pittaway and Cope 2007; Sansone et al. 2019).

As an indirect result of all these activities to support entrepreneurship, Stu-
dent-Led Entrepreneurial Organizations (henceforth SLEOs) have started to 
emerge around the world. These organizations leverage on students’ willingness 
and desire to carry out practical and real-world experiences of entrepreneurship, 
while continuing to study at university (Siivonen et  al. 2019). Their aim is in 
fact to enhance the entrepreneurial abilities of their members through learning 
by doing and experiential learning. Some important SLEOs are the Junior Enter-
prises Europe (JEE), Enactus, Collegiate Entrepreneurs Organization (CEO) and 
the National Association of College and University Entrepreneurs (NACUE) (Pit-
taway et al. 2011, 2015; Preedy and Jones 2017).

SLEOs allow students to attend entrepreneurship events and workshops, to net-
work, to work in multidisciplinary and international teams and to share ideas. All 
these activities promote an entrepreneurial environment and culture that is deemed 
to foster entrepreneurship (Pittaway et al. 2015; Wright et al. 2017). Today, SLEOs 
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have links with several universities, both in Europe and in the USA (Pittaway et al. 
2011; Rae et al. 2012; Preedy and Jones 2015, 2017) and are increasingly becom-
ing an important component of the entrepreneurial university ecosystem (Siegel 
and Wright 2015; Siivonen et al. 2019). In addition, the number of SLEOs is con-
stantly growing (some SLEOs have recently been created, e.g. Altoes and the Lon-
don Business School Entrepreneurship Club, among others).

Even though growing attention toward entrepreneurship education has recently 
emerged, few studies have been devoted to the analysis of extra-curricular entrepre-
neurial activities and to their role in fostering entrepreneurial abilities and entrepre-
neurial intention (Pittaway et al. 2011, 2015; Padilla-Angulo 2017; Preedy and Jones 
2017). Several studies have discussed how entrepreneurship education, the content 
of the entrepreneurship courses, the entrepreneurship teaching model and the entre-
preneurial culture and ecosystem have an impact on entrepreneurial intention and 
abilities (see Nabi et al. 2017 for a recent literature review). However, only a limited 
number of works have analysed to what extent extra-curricular entrepreneurial activ-
ities affect students’ entrepreneurial intention (Pittaway et al. 2011, 2015; Padilla-
Angulo 2017; Preedy and Jones 2017).

The scarcity of research on how entrepreneurial attitudes are shaped by the par-
ticipation of students in extra-curricular entrepreneurial activities calls for more evi-
dence. The present study aims at addressing this gap, by examining the factors that 
are associated with students’ entrepreneurial intention in the context of SLEOs.

This work adds to the extant literature in two main ways. First, it augments and 
complements the current research on SLEOs by examining the domain of entre-
preneurial intention formation, which has surprisingly received very little attention 
so far. Although there is still a need for a greater understanding of the factors that 
can shape the willingness of students to become entrepreneurs (Wright et al. 2017; 
Siivonen et  al. 2019; Barbini et  al. 2020), there is also considerable debate sur-
rounding which factors affect their entrepreneurial intention the most. Moreover, the 
role played by SLEOs in this process has not been taken into consideration so far. 
By doing this, the study also discusses how SLEOs help foster an entrepreneurial 
culture and ecosystem. Second, the present study examines what affects students’ 
entrepreneurial intention from a double perspective: individual-specific and organ-
izational-specific. A more comprehensive framework for the analysis of students’ 
entrepreneurial intention is thus provided, as the human capital–specific traits of 
SLEO members (e.g. gender, age, educational background, international openness) 
have been combined with specific organizational ones (e.g. the members’ experi-
ence within the SLEO). More specifically, our investigation formalizes the effect 
of a number of aspects that influence the formation of entrepreneurial intention, at 
both the individual and organization level: the time spent in extra-curricular entre-
preneurial activities, the number of events attended within SLEOs, as well as the 
knowledge of languages and the field of study of the students.

The study empirically has investigated the factors that affect students’ entrepre-
neurial intention by conducting a multivariate explorative analysis of one of the 
largest SLEOs in the world, JEE. It has analysed the responses of a survey that was 
administered to JEE associates in 2016, which resulted in a total of 261 responses. 
The findings indicate that the more time students spent in JEE and the higher the 
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number of events students attended, the greater their entrepreneurial intention was. 
This result suggests that SLEOs have a positive and statistically significant impact 
on the entrepreneurial intention of their members and, as such, they constitute an 
important component of the entrepreneurial university ecosystem that is able to fos-
ter an entrepreneurial culture. Additionally, it has been found that when students 
speak more than two foreign languages, and their study field is Science and Tech-
nology, there is a higher probability of developing entrepreneurial intention. This 
indicates that individual-specific traits are also relevant factors that shape the will-
ingness of students to become entrepreneurs.

The paper is organized as follows. The “Background” section summarizes the 
extant research on students’ entrepreneurial intention and abilities, and the role 
played by SLEOs in the formation of entrepreneurial intention. The “An example of 
SLEO: JEE” section describes the activities of JEE. The “Research design” section 
presents the empirical results, which are based on the survey sent to the JEE associ-
ates in 2016. The “Conclusion” section discusses the theoretical and practical impli-
cations of the results, the limitations and avenues for future research.

Background

Why is it important to stimulate students’ entrepreneurial intention and abilities?

Policy makers believe that there is a close relationship between a country’s eco-
nomic development and innovation and its entrepreneurial activities (Sánchez 
2013). In line with this, several studies (e.g. Van Praag and Versloot 2007; GEM 
2017) have shown a positive impact of entrepreneurship on a country’s economic 
growth and innovation. The European Commission has recently recognized entre-
preneurship as one of the key competences that all individuals need (EU 2006). In 
2016, the European Commission also developed the “Entrepreneurship Competence 
framework” (EntreComp) with the aim to raise consensus among all stakeholders 
and to establish a bridge between the worlds of education and work (Bacigalupo 
et al. 2016; Fiore et al. 2019). Therefore, policy makers are fostering the develop-
ment of an entrepreneurial culture (Lewis and Llewellyn 2004; O’Connor 2013) in 
order to increase entrepreneurial activities (Lado and Vozikis 1996; Cavallo et  al. 
2020). Entrepreneurial intention and abilities are fundamental in this process (Lee 
et al. 2011; Saeed et al. 2015). As suggested in a recent longitudinal study conducted 
by Kautonen et al. (2015), entrepreneurial intention predicts entrepreneurial action. 
In addition, entrepreneurial abilities are necessary for a knowledge-based society 
(Bacigalupo et al. 2016).

The literature has shown several factors than can affect students’ entrepreneurial 
intention. As suggested in a recent study conducted by Johnstone et al. (2018), lan-
guage ability is an important resource for entrepreneurship. Similarly, the experience 
of students abroad can positively influence their entrepreneurial intention (Branden-
burg et  al. 2014; Fayolle and Gailly 2015) as a result of an enlargement of their 
network and an enhancement of their soft skills. Prior family business exposure is 
another factor that has been associated with the formation of entrepreneurial intent 
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(Carr and Sequeira 2007). Additionally, the age and gender of students can affect 
entrepreneurial risk taking (Barber 2015) and, ultimately, entrepreneurial intention 
(e.g. Shinnar et al. 2012; Barber 2015; Minola et al. 2016). It has also been found 
that the lack of a steady job stimulates people to become entrepreneurs (Audretsch 
and Thurik 2001; GEM 2002), thus pointing to the importance of the welfare of a 
country.

One of the best ways of fostering entrepreneurial abilities and intention is to 
establish a favourable institutional culture for entrepreneurship (Wang and Verzat 
2011; Arranz et al. 2017). In fact, several studies have discussed the importance of 
the “hidden curriculum” in shaping students’ entrepreneurial spirits (e.g. Souitaris 
et al. 2007; Shinnar et al. 2009; Farny et al. 2016). This “hidden curriculum” reflects 
more than just lessons learnt inside the class as it also includes the beliefs and 
unspoken values about entrepreneurship that are inherent to society, as well as the 
knowledge that students learn from their engagement with a wider society (Farny 
et al. 2016). For instance, the idea of entrepreneurs as heroes of society (Anderson 
and Warren 2011; Farny et al. 2016), the role of social media entrepreneurs or star 
entrepreneurs (Swail et al. 2014; Obschonka et al. 2017) and the perceived opportu-
nities of becoming an entrepreneur (Lüthje and Franke 2003; Giacomin et al. 2011; 
Maresch et al. 2016) are just some of the societal elements that are able to influence 
aspiring entrepreneurs.

In this context, entrepreneurship is promoted as a desirable and meaningful action 
in today’s society, thanks to the diffusion of entrepreneurship courses (Farny et  al. 
2016). Entrepreneurship education is essential to stimulate entrepreneurial intention 
and abilities (e.g. Rae et al. 2012; O’Connor 2013). Several studies have found that 
entrepreneurship education has a positive impact on students’ entrepreneurial inten-
tion (Peterman and Kennedy 2003; Souitaris et al. 2007; Pruett et al. 2009; Engle et al. 
2010; Lanero et al. 2011; Sánchez 2013; Bae et al. 2014), while only a few studies 
have contradicted this view (Raffo et al. 2000; Oosterbeek et al. 2010). However, since 
entrepreneurship courses are offered in different fields of study and/or at different edu-
cational levels, their impact on students’ entrepreneurial attitudes and intention can 
vary (Wang and Wong 2004; Wang and Verzat 2011; Maresch et al. 2016). A number 
of studies (Schwarz et al. 2009; Wang and Verzat 2011; Edelman et al. 2016; Morris 
et al. 2017) have suggested that business students generally present a higher entrepre-
neurial intention than their peers enrolled in other programs. Nevertheless, entrepre-
neurship education also seems to have a positive impact on technical students (Souita-
ris et al. 2007; Criaco et al. 2017; Elia et al. 2017). In fact, Maresch et al. (2016) found 
that entrepreneurship education is effective for students enrolled in both Science and 
Engineering and Business Studies, even though subjective norms have been found to 
negatively influence the entrepreneurial intention of Science and Engineering students.

The need for further research on the impact of entrepreneurship education on stu-
dents in different contexts was advanced by Vanevenhoven (2013) and Fiore et al. 
(2019). Entrepreneurship education can imply different teaching methods (Nabi 
et al. 2017; Sansone et al. 2019) and contents (which should be more theory or prac-
tice oriented). Mwasalwiba (2010) found twenty-six different teaching methods of 
entrepreneurship. It has been pointed out that entrepreneurship courses are generally 
too theoretical (Raffo et al. 2000; Feldman 2001; Rasmussen and Sørheim 2006; do 
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Paço et al. 2011). However, it is well known that entrepreneurship cannot be learned 
from theory alone (Cope and Watts 2000; Klofsten 2000; Feldman 2001; Fiet 2001; 
Pittaway et al. 2011; Kassean et al. 2015; Sansone et al. 2019). In this context, it is 
necessary to encourage critical and reflective approaches to entrepreneurship educa-
tion (Siegel and Wright 2015). In fact, in order to develop an entrepreneurial mind-
set, students need to have some practical experience during their studies (Feldman 
2001; Todorovic 2004; Rasmussen and Sørheim 2006; Pittaway and Cope 2007; 
Pittaway et  al. 2011, 2015; Bacigalupo et  al. 2016; Preedy and Jones 2017; Fiore 
et al. 2019). When students participate in hands-on experiential learning, they gain 
the skills and intention required to become entrepreneurs (Corbett 2005; Clark et al. 
2008; Fiore et al. 2019). In fact, project-based learning provides real-world experi-
ence that stimulates students’ entrepreneurial abilities by enhancing their problem-
solving and proactive skills (Pittaway and Cope 2007).

Apart from curricular entrepreneurship courses, which help shape entrepreneurial 
intention, students can take part in several extra-curricular activities during their aca-
demic life. Rae et al. (2012) suggested that a change should be made on how students 
learn, with emphasis on action learning and experiential activities. Recent research has 
shown that these activities are important, not only for career development and employ-
ability, but also for entrepreneurship (Pittaway et al. 2015). Arranz et al. (2017) found 
a mixed impact of extra-curricular activities on entrepreneurial intention, but they 
also showed that extra-curricular activities help students transform intention into pro-
jects. Rubin et al. (2002) showed that students involved into extra-curricular activities 
develop stronger social skills, compared to those who do not participate in such activi-
ties. In fact, taking part to extra-curricular activities helps students build their own 
network and develop specific skills, which ultimately affect their propensity to start 
and run an entrepreneurial business. According to prior literature (Birley 1985; Zim-
mer and Aldrich 1987; Johanson and Vahlne 2003; Arenius 2005; Zahra et al. 2005; 
Kiss and Danis 2010; Sandhu et al. 2011; Bonaccorsi et al. 2014; Wright et al. 2017), 
networking is a key component for launching and making new businesses grow. For 
instance, network relations provide support for entrepreneurial risk-taking (Brüderl 
and Preisendörfer 1998), enhance perseverance in running a start-up process (Gimeno 
et al. 1997; Ghezzi and Cavallo, 2020) and is one of the highest barriers to entrepre-
neurship (Sandhu et al. 2011). However, there are still very few studies on the impact 
of extra-curricular entrepreneurial activities on entrepreneurial intention (Pittaway 
et al. 2011, 2015; Padilla-Angulo 2017; Preedy and Jones 2017).

The formation of entrepreneurial intention: the role of SLEOs

The emergence of SLEOs in Europe dates back to the end of the 1960s, when the 
first SLEO was founded in France (Junior École Supérieure des Sciences Économ-
iques et Commerciales—ESSEC). SLEOs are organizations that are created and 
managed by students, with the explicit aim of providing a learning by doing experi-
ence to those students who are interested in entrepreneurship. SLEOs bring together 
students from different countries, different fields of study and different educational 
levels.
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The mission of SLEOs is to enhance entrepreneurial abilities and raise the aware-
ness, aspirations and knowledge about the entrepreneurial activities of students 
(Clark et al. 2008). Therefore, SLEOs respond to the European Union’s call for the 
need to stimulate entrepreneurial abilities of all future workers (JADE 2017).

In these organizations, students work in teams, stimulate their creativity by get-
ting in touch with other students from different backgrounds and of different nation-
ality and gain soft skills that can ultimately affect their business success (Rubin et al. 
2002; Heckman and Kautz 2012). The activities of SLEOs are structured through 
learning by doing programs and advice from other associates. These organiza-
tions form the basis of experiential learning, and create a supportive environment 
within which one can take risks, network and attend several entrepreneurial events 
(Siivonen et al. 2019). SLEOs in fact allow their members to take part in multidisci-
plinary and international entrepreneurial events and activities.

Participation in a SLEO allows students to learn how to work in multidiscipli-
nary and international teams, to improve their networking abilities, to interact with 
entrepreneurs, professors, industry experts and companies, to speak in public and 
to attend entrepreneurial events. Students can also participate in consultancy activi-
ties, organize events and develop their own projects. These are all situations that 
echo entrepreneurial contexts (Fayolle and Gailly 2009; Wright et al. 2017) and are 
aimed at forging students’ minds, values, attitudes and self-understanding. There-
fore, SLEOs are an important instrument to foster students’ entrepreneurial abilities 
and to better prepare them for the uncertainties of modern, market-driven societies.

Although these organizations are present in almost all universities in Europe 
(Preedy and Jones 2015, 2017), SLEOs are still a somewhat under-studied phenom-
enon in the field of entrepreneurship and managerial education. A few researchers 
have recently started to investigate the activities performed by SLEOs and their 
role in stimulating entrepreneurial abilities and entrepreneurial intention (Pitta-
way et al. 2011, 2015; Gibcus et al. 2012; Padilla-Angulo 2017; Preedy and Jones 
2017; Siivonen et al. 2019). Pittaway et al. (2011), on the basis of 10 unstructured 
interviews, a series of telephone interviews and e-mail postcards sent to different 
kinds of student clubs, showed that students’ engagement in entrepreneurship clubs 
and societies provides enhanced opportunities for learning by doing. In a follow-up 
work, Pittaway et al. (2015) investigated the nature of the learning process that stu-
dents encounter when they are members of clubs. They pointed out several learning 
benefits, such as learning through mistakes, learning by doing and learning from 
entrepreneurs, that simulate important aspects of entrepreneurial intention. Pitta-
way et al. (2015) also found that students want to get in contact with entrepreneurs 
in order to approach the domain of entrepreneurship and therefore learn from their 
experiences. Additionally, complementing data based on 20 UK universities with 
face-to-face interviews, Preedy and Jones (2015) showed that SLEOs are widely 
diffused in many universities and act as important links among universities in the 
provision of entrepreneurial support. The authors found that SLEOs in fact foster 
students’ entrepreneurial abilities, thanks to such activities as networking. The cor-
relation between entrepreneurial intention and participation in SLEOs of different 
types has been investigated in a few recent works. Padilla-Angulo (2017) exam-
ined the role of general student associations in developing students’ entrepreneurial 
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intention at early educational stages. The results of a survey on 237 first-year 
undergraduate business school students revealed that student associations increase 
the entrepreneurial intention of first-year students. Padilla-Angulo (2017) also 
pointed out that student organizations include many activities that stimulate entre-
preneurial abilities, such as searching for sponsors and raising money, network-
ing, public speaking and working in a team. Gibcus et al. (2012), on the basis of 
a survey of 2,621 alumni of European higher education institutions (of which 288 
were JEE alumni), pointed out that JEE members had higher scores on entrepre-
neurship skills and were more eager to become entrepreneurs than the other stu-
dents. According to Gibcus et al. (2012), these results derive from the fact that JEE 
members have the opportunity of developing entrepreneurial abilities as a result of 
their taking part in practical projects, such as running professional studies for com-
panies and managing the JEE organization themselves. Moreover, Preedy and Jones 
(2017) showed that SLEOs improve students’ networking and leadership abilities 
and stimulate entrepreneurial activities, but also prepare students for the job mar-
ket. In the same way, Fayolle and Gailly (2015) found a link between the formation 
of entrepreneurial intention and participation in or contribution to setting up and 
managing a SLEO. However, these studies generally explored whether the simple 
fact of belonging to a SLEO contributes to developing entrepreneurial intention, 
rather than the extent to which the specific individual and organizational factors of 
students belonging to SLEOs affect their entrepreneurial intention. This paper aims 
at filling this gap in the extant literature.

An example of SLEO: JEE

JEE is a Brussels-based, non-profit, non-governmental organization that is affiliated 
with the European Commission and the European Parliament, which was estab-
lished and is managed solely by students (EC 2006; Gibcus et  al. 2012). Before 
2019, JEE was known as JADE (JADE 2019). According to the motto “learning-
by-doing”, their associates bridge the gap between academia and the real business 
world, thus stimulating students’ entrepreneurial abilities (JADE 2017). Today, the 
students involved in JEE, through running enterprises, have a turnover of 16 million 
euros per year.

The JEE student network is aimed at helping all students develop their entre-
preneurial abilities (JADE 2017). Students from different fields of study, edu-
cational levels and nationalities work together to test and implement theoretical 
insights from university courses by learning and developing an entrepreneurial 
attitude through the concept of learning by doing. Therefore, JEE is also aimed 
at changing the personal environment and social norm of students, which in 
turn can enhance their entrepreneurial abilities and intention. JEE has recently 
attracted a great deal of attention from political leaders, who have expressed 
interest in its activities (JADE 2017). This is due to the fact that policy makers 
want to foster an entrepreneurial culture and to increase students’ entrepreneur-
ial abilities (Lewis and Llewellyn 2004; O’Connor 2013; Wright et  al. 2017; 
Siivonen et al. 2019; Varano et al. 2019; Barbini et  al. 2020). Entrepreneurial 
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abilities have in fact been recognized as being useful for personal, professional 
and/or business activities, but also for the opportunities and challenges that an 
employer or an organization has to face (EC 2006). Consequently, the presence 
of JEE has increased in several universities, not only in the European Union, 
but also outside.

The antecedent of JEE appeared in France in 1967, when the first SLEO was 
founded at the ESSEC Business School in Paris (Pittaway et  al. 2015). Some 
other SLEOs were then created around Europe and elsewhere. In 1992, some of 
these organizations formed National Confederations and took the decision to cre-
ate a larger-scale organization, thus giving rise to JEE. In 1988, JEE went beyond 
the bounds of Europe and created a sister confederation in Brazil. Brazil Jùnior 
today has almost 20,000 participants. Additionally, in 2013, JET—Junior Enter-
prises of Tunisia—was founded, and this was followed by the Canadian Confed-
eration of Junior Enterprises (JC3) in 2015. Under an international cooperation 
agreement, the confederations continue to move the organization forward to reach 
new countries and continents. Today, with the first organization in the USA, and 
Morocco, and new Junior Initiatives in Turkey, and Australia, they are present in 
14 countries in Europe and in over 40 countries around the world, with a network 
of 30,000 students in Europe and over 51,000 students around the globe. In addi-
tion, the confederations work closely with universities to foster an entrepreneurial 
culture and ecosystem. Therefore, JEE can be defined as global and it is continu-
ously attempting to enlarge its boundaries.

JEE carries out many activities, ranging from lobbying, support to consult-
ing/entrepreneurial projects and the organization of events (to stimulate the dia-
logue between students, policy makers, experienced professionals and entrepre-
neurs, and to create a bridge with the job market). Table 1 illustrates JEE’s main 
activities.

In terms of its organizational structure, JEE appears as a bottom-up organiza-
tion: the participants (called Junior Entrepreneurs) are at the base of the organiza-
tional pyramid, and they, in turn, choose the leaders of their local SLEOs (called 
Junior Enterprises). These leaders represent and guide the local organizations, 
and manage the relationship with clients, suppliers and partners and in general 
with all the external stakeholders. Local SLEOs select their country representa-
tives at the national level, and these representatives work in the national confed-
eration to promote the goals and answer the needs of each SLEO at a country 
level. Each country elects its International Manager, the person responsible for 
maintaining contact and ensuring effective communication between the national 
and the European level, namely JEE. Moreover, all national representatives, gath-
ered together in the General Assembly, elect the JEE Executive Board, which, 
living and working in Brussels, represents the organization at the European level 
and maintains relationships with the partners, institutions and the other confeder-
ations throughout the world. JEE plays an important role in these organizations at 
a European level by connecting them with European Institutions and the opportu-
nities offered by these institutions. These SLEOs are legally registered as NGOs, 
and therefore have their own Statutes and all other legal requirements based on 
their country of operation.
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Research design

Sample and data collection

The empirical data used to investigate the drivers of students’ entrepreneurial 
intention were obtained from an online survey conducted in 2016 among the 
members of the European and Tunisian JEE networks. The authors developed the 
survey, which is presented in the Appendix, together with the JEE board of direc-
tors. In addition, OECD provided advice on how to structure the survey and sug-
gested some key questions that needed to be addressed.

The survey was sent first to the International Manager of each JEE confed-
eration, who then passed it on to the Presidents of the Junior Enterprises (hence-
forth JEs) belonging to the confederations. All the members of the JEs were 
invited to fill in the survey. The survey was written in both French (to address the 
French and Tunisian confederations) and English (to address the remaining JEE 
members).

Out of 420 associates who had received the survey, a total of 261 members answered 
the survey, thus yielding an effective response rate of 62%. A check on non-response 
bias was made with respect to all the survey items (Armstron and Overton 1977) and it 
was found to be minimal. Therefore, the sample is representative of the population.

Table 1  JEE’s main activities

Date of foundation 1992

European members Austria, Belgium, Croatia, France, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, Poland, Portu-
gal, Romania, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, the UK

Extra-European 
partners or fellows

Australia, Brazil, Morocco, Tunisia, Turkey, and the USA

Institution partners Council of the European Union, CSR Europe, EIIL, Eurochambres, European Busi-
ness Summit, European Institute of Innovation and Technology (EIT), European 
Policy Centre, OECD, The Academy of Business in Society (ABIS), The Club 
of Rome – EU Chapter, The European Parliament, European Commission, The 
World Bank, Think Young, UNESCO, UNIDO. Moreover, there are other student 
NGOs as “Institutional partners” such as ELSA; ESN, AIESEC, etc

Associates 30,000 students in Europe; 51,000 around the world
Revenue The total revenue of all students’ associations that are part of JEE (Junior Enter-

prises) amounts to 16 M€
JEE’s goals • Improving local economic and social growth;

• Providing a learning by doing experience for students;
• Fostering entrepreneurial skills;
• Connecting academic knowledge with the business world;
• Enhancing students’ employability

JEE’s activities • Events: it organizes several workshops for its members to improve their skills, 
extend their network and enhance their entrepreneurial intentions;

• Projects: it supports its members’ entrepreneurial projects and is involved into 
expert groups on entrepreneurship education and student entrepreneurship;

• Lobbying: it presents position papers and reports on student entrepreneurship and 
entrepreneurial education to policy makers and European institutions
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Descriptive statistics

The survey presented 33 questions covering the general data of the students, the 
international mindset, the educational and work background, their involvement 
in JEs and future career scenarios. On average, the respondents were 22 years old 
and were thus still undergraduate students. Out of the 261 respondents, 54% were 
women. This is an interesting data, given that previous studies showed that men are 
generally more inclined toward entrepreneurship (Shinnar et  al. 2012), although 
gender does not always play a determinant role in start-up activities (Verheul and 
Thurik 2001).

Figures 1 and 2 illustrate the distribution of the respondents according to their 
nationality and field of study.

A non-trivial fragmentation regarding the respondents’ nationality appears: the 
higher percentages of respondents are Tunisian (29%), Italian (26%) and Portuguese 
(23%), followed by French (7%), Spanish (5%), German (3%), Belgian (2%), Aus-
trian (1%) and British (1%). Other nationalities (Croatian, Dutch, Polish, Swedish 
and Swiss) overall account for 2%. As far as the field of study is concerned, most 
students are enrolled in Science and Technology (47%) and Business (42%), while 
only a few students study Human Science (9%). Only a few respondents are enrolled 
in Languages and Communication (5%), Art and Sport (2%) and Biological Science 
(3%). In addition, the JEE members are also from different educational levels. In 
fact, the respondents are either in their first (13%), second (24%), third (23%), fourth 
(24%), fifth (13%) or later (2%) years of university. The following universities show 
a higher frequency (more than 5%): Universidade Católica Portuguesa (8%), Univer-
sité de Monastir École Nationale d’Ingénieurs de Monastir (7%), École de Traduc-
tion, d’Interpretation de Conference (7%), Politecnico di Milano (7%), Universidade 
do Minho (7%), Université de Tunis el Manar Ecole Nationale d’Ingénieurs de Tunis 
(7%), Università degli Studi di Milano (6%) and Université de la Manouba Ecole 

Fig. 1  Distribution of the 
respondents according to 
nationality
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Nationale des Sciences de l’informatique (5%). The JEE members come from 48 
different universities. This indicates that JEE involves students from different coun-
tries, different fields of study and different educational levels.

Since JEE is international, their associates actively develop an international 
mindset. In fact, out of the 261 respondents, 65% speak more than two foreign 
languages. Almost all students speak English (97%). Most of them speak French 
(53%), and fewer speak Spanish (28%), Italian (27%), Arabic (24%), Portuguese 
(24%), German (20%), Chinese (4%), Catalan (2%), Dutch (2%), Russian (2%) 
and Polish (1%). It should be noted that, when added together, the total is not 
100%, because the respondents had the possibility of choosing several answers. 
In addition, 39% of the students reported that they had lived abroad and 25% 
declared they had participated in exchange programs (most of which were in 
Europe, 63%).

As far as their work experience is concerned, almost half of the associates 
reported they had worked as volunteers in another organization and that they had 
work experience (48% and 45%, respectively).

In addition, it is interesting to note what are the skills that JEE helps its mem-
bers develop. Figure 3 illustrates that participation in JEE activities helped associ-
ates develop teamwork (18%) and communication skills (16%), and learn to take 
responsibility (14%). In fact, when students were asked the reasons that drove them 
to take part in the organization, most of them reported that the main reason was to 
improve their skills (87%) and their networking (65%). Additionally, 83 associates 
(32%) answered they were driven to have a positive impact on society and a total 
of 60 associates (23%) answered that they entered the organization in order to learn 
how to start a business. Only 40 students (15%) indicated that they joined JEE for 
leisure purposes.

47%

9%

42%

3% 2%
5%

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

40%

45%

50%

Fig. 2  Distribution of the respondents according to their fields of study. Note: The total is not 100% 
because the respondents had the possibility of choosing several answers
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Variables

The dependent variable (entrepreneurial intention) was derived from the answers to 
a specific question in the survey (Krueger 1993): “How do you see yourself when 
you finish your current studies?”. The respondents could answer by choosing among 
five different options: (i) becoming an employee in the public sector; (ii) becoming 
an employee in the private field; (iii) starting their own company; (iv) starting a new 
study program; or (v) other. The dependent variable is therefore a binary variable 
that is equal to 1, if the respondents answered they wanted to start their own com-
pany, and 0 otherwise, as has been done in similar works (e.g. Laspita et al. 2012; 
Zhang et al. 2014; Criaco et al. 2017).

The explanatory variables refer to both specific organizational and individual 
factors that affect students’ entrepreneurial intention. In other words, this study has 
used three different organizational-specific factors. First, it considers the number of 
hours per week that, on average, an associate spends working for JEE. This variable 
reflects the effort that students put into working for the organization. Since SLEOs 
can stimulate entrepreneurial abilities through their activities (Pittaway et al. 2011, 
2015), it was expected that this variable could influence students’ entrepreneurial 
intention. In fact, the more hours students work for the organization, the more activi-
ties they are able to attend, organize and accomplish and hence, the higher the like-
lihood is that they will increase their entrepreneurial intention. During the hours 
spent in the association, members can have the opportunity to learn by doing, to 
add practical experience to their theoretical skills and to develop entrepreneurship 
abilities (Padilla-Angulo 2017). In other words, SLEOs help students improve their 
entrepreneurial abilities and intention through different mechanisms: by shaping the 

Fig. 3  Skills learned thanks to the JEE experience. Note: The total is not 100% because the respondents 
had the possibility of choosing several answers
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social norms, such as students’ personal relationships, that influence the process of 
entrepreneurial learning (Cope 2005; Pittaway and Cope 2007) and by emulating 
entrepreneurship activities (Fayolle and Gailly 2015), thus stimulating students’ 
problem-solving abilities, as well as their communication, leadership and team work 
skills (Preedy and Jones 2017).

Second, another organizational-specific regressor is the number of projects that 
students have carried out within JEE. The involvement in a greater number of pro-
jects can lead students to enhance their experience, improve their technical and soft 
skills (e.g. project management, communication, leadership and team work) and 
develop a network of contacts from industry and service professionals, thereby influ-
encing their entrepreneurial intention. Networking is in fact a key component for 
entrepreneurship (e.g. Zimmer and Aldrich 1987; Sandhu et al. 2011; Wright et al. 
2017), since it reduces the perceived risk of action (Brüderl and Preisendörfer 1998) 
and increases determination and perseverance in a process (Gimeno et al. 1997). In 
addition, students can foster their entrepreneurial abilities by running real projects 
(Pittaway et al. 2011; Gibcus et al. 2012; Preedy and Jones 2017). In fact, consult-
ing projects can also have an impact on students’ entrepreneurial intention (Kassean 
et al. 2015). In other words, by taking part in real experiences, students can play the 
role of a real entrepreneur (Corbett 2005; Clark et al. 2008) since they need to man-
age people and money, work in a team and negotiate (EC 2016).

Third, the last predictor variable at the organization level is the number of events 
that students have attended. This variable concerns the events organized by JEE itself, 
local JEs and the National Confederations, aimed at improving students’ skills, extend-
ing their networks and enhancing their entrepreneurial intention. During these events, 
students can meet other peers with similar interests and can work on new ideas.

In addition to organizational-specific factors, the correlation between individual-
specific factors and students’ willingness to start an entrepreneurial business has 
been tested. The independent variables include the respondent’s field of study, their 
international mindset (knowledge of foreign languages and participation in exchange 
programs) and their work experience. As outlined in prior works, a student’s field of 
study can have an impact on entrepreneurial intention (Schwarz et al. 2009; Edel-
man et al. 2016; Criaco et al. 2017; Laskovaia et al. 2017; Morris et al. 2017). It has 
been found that students enrolled in Business studies have greater entrepreneurial 
intention than their colleagues (Schwarz et al. 2009; Wang and Verzat 2011; Edel-
man et al. 2016; Morris et al. 2017). Nevertheless, Criaco et al. (2017) also found 
a positive correlation between Engineering students and entrepreneurial attitudes. 
Similarly, Souitaris et  al. (2007) pointed out that entrepreneurship programs raise 
the entrepreneurial intention of Science and Engineering students. Therefore, this 
study has also analysed whether different fields of studies can affect students’ entre-
preneurial intention. In other words, the analyses included Science and Technology 
as a dummy variable that was equal to 1 if the student’s field of study was Science 
and Technology, and 0 otherwise.

In addition, the international mindset of the students was proxied by means of 
two variables: the number of foreign languages spoken and whether they had com-
pleted an exchange program. Mastering more than two foreign languages is impor-
tant for business purposes (e.g. to facilitate interactions with people from different 
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cultures). In fact, language ability is an important source for entrepreneurship since 
it allows entrepreneurs to successfully create market entry and new foreign market 
choice strategies more easily (Johnstone et al. 2018). Moreover, several studies (see 
Adesope et al. 2010 for a review) have also shown that individuals who speak two 
languages are endowed with better problem-solving skills and creativity. In addition, 
Ellis (2011) indicated linguistic distance as a major barrier to the communication of 
information about new opportunities. Therefore, it was expected that speaking more 
than two foreign languages would be positively correlated with developing entre-
preneurial intention. The variable of interest was a dummy variable that was equal 
to 1 if the student spoke more than two foreign languages, and 0 otherwise. In other 
words, the variable was equal to 1 only if a student knew the language of his/her 
country of origin, plus two more languages. For instance, if a French student knew 
French, English and Spanish, the language variable was equal to 1.

In addition, having completed an exchange program can also have an impact on 
students’ entrepreneurial intention (Brandenburg et al. 2014). As Brandenburg et al. 
(2014) pointed out, almost one out of ten Erasmus students start their own company, 
and more than three out of four plan to do so. This is because exchange programs 
allow students to create an international network, improve their soft skills and get in 
touch with different cultures, thus obtaining a better understanding of the international 
market (Cavallo et al. 2019; Varano et al. 2019). In fact, these programs can have an 
impact on the social norm of an individual. For instance, in the French context, Fay-
olle and Gailly (2015) found a significant correlation between French engineering stu-
dents’ entrepreneurial intention and living abroad for at least six months. This study 
has therefore included the exchange program variable as a dummy variable equal to 
1 for students who have been on an exchange program, and 0 for those who have not.

An additional personal-specific variable is students’ work experience (e.g. Carr and 
Sequeira 2007; Laskovaia et al. 2017). Prior family business exposure has been found 
to correlate with the formation of entrepreneurial intent (Carr and Sequeira 2007). In 
addition, experience in industry has been shown to have a positive impact on entre-
preneurial performance (Cassar 2014; Smolka et al. 2018). Similarly, Edelman et al. 
(2016) showed that students’ previous work experience is positively associated with a 
greater scope of venture activities. Laskovaia et al. (2017) pointed out that the experi-
ence of students in industry positively impacts their new venture performance. How-
ever, Sandhu et al. (2011) found no significant relationship between work experience 
and entrepreneurial intention. Therefore, this study has included a dummy variable 
equal to 1, if a student had a prior work experience, and 0 otherwise.

Moreover, this study has included several control variables in the model speci-
fication. The first of these controls is gender. Even though Verheul and Thurik 
(2001) showed that gender does not play an important role for start-up activi-
ties, it is generally accepted than men have more entrepreneurial intention than 
women (Mathews and Moser 1995; Harada 2003; Wilson et  al. 2007; Schwarz 
et al. 2009; Yordanova and Tarrazon 2010; Shinnar et al. 2012; Criaco et al. 2017; 
Morris et al. 2017). Research indicates that women have both lower entrepreneur-
ial self-efficacy and lower entrepreneurial intention (Chen et al. 1998; Kourilsky 
and Walstad 1998; Criaco et al. 2017). Mazzarol et al. (1999) found that women 
are less likely to be founders than men. However, as suggested by Bandura et al. 
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(2001), women may be influenced more by any perceived skill deficiency in the 
entrepreneurial field than men. In their study, Kourilsky and Walstad (1998) com-
pared perceptions of knowledge with actual knowledge of entrepreneurial skills 
and showed that while the skill levels of men and women were comparable, the 
latter were more likely to feel unprepared. Minniti et  al. (2004) reported that 
these patterns emerge globally among adult women (i.e. women show lower lev-
els of confidence and preparedness in their ability to succeed as entrepreneurs). 
Nevertheless, Smolka et  al. (2018) found that being female is not significantly 
related to start-up performance. Empirical evidence also indicates that, despite 
the growth in female entrepreneurship, men entrepreneurs are still almost twice as 
many as women entrepreneurs (Bosma and Levie 2009). In addition, as in previ-
ous studies, students’ age has also been included as an additional control (Barber 
2015; Minola et al. 2016; Criaco et al. 2017; Laskovaia et al. 2017; Morris et al. 
2017; Smolka et al. 2018). Students’ age can be correlated with entrepreneurial 
risk taking (Barber 2015). Previous works have shown that age is correlated with 
entrepreneurial intention (Hatten and Ruhland 1995; Harada 2003; Schwarz et al. 
2009; Criaco et al. 2017; Smolka et al. 2018). Most studies have highlighted that 
younger people have a higher intention of starting new firms (Schwarz et al. 2009; 
Edelman et  al. 2016; Criaco et  al. 2017; Smolka et  al. 2018), while only a few 
have pointed out the opposite (Cressy 1996). The Gross Domestic Product (GDP) 
of the student’s country of study has been included as a control (Laskovaia et al. 
2017). Information on GDP has been derived from the World Bank dataset for the 
year 2015. It has been pointed out that countries with a lower GDP are generally 
associated with higher entrepreneurship rates (Wennekers et  al. 2005; Uhlaner 
and Thurik 2007; Stephan and Uhlaner 2010). This is due to the lack of steady 
jobs, a fact that stimulates people to become entrepreneurs (Audretsch and Thurik 
2001; GEM 2002; Dutta and Sobel 2018). The most recent Global Entrepreneur-
ship Monitor report (GEM 2017) has in fact shown Guatemala as the country 
where becoming an entrepreneur is the best career choice, Burkina Faso as the 
country with the highest status for successful entrepreneurs, and Jamaica as the 
country with the highest attention toward entrepreneurship. Moreover, Laskovaia 
et al. (2017) found that GDP has a negative effect on new venture performance. 
Furthermore, Sambharya and Musteen (2014) found a curvilinear relationship 
between per capita GDP and opportunity-driven entrepreneurship.

Table  2 illustrates the definitions of the variables used in the empirical analy-
sis, as well as the main descriptive statistics. The Appendix reports the correlation 
matrix of the variables (Table 6). The Table 6 shows that the value for the correla-
tion between two regressors is never higher than 0.40. The exception is the expected 
correlation between N_events and Time_spent (0.42). Therefore, these two variables 
are not in the same regression analysis.

Empirical results

In order to investigate which factors shape the willingness of students belonging to 
SLEOs to become entrepreneurs, a logistic regression analysis has been performed. 
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Since two predictor variables are highly correlated (N_events and Time_spent), this 
study has reported the results separately in two different tables.

Table 3 reports the logit estimates, in which the variable Time_spent is included 
among the regressors. Model 1 is the baseline model. Model 2 adds the student’s 
education field. Model 3 includes the variables that reflect the student’s foreign 
experience. The student’s work experience is introduced in model 4.

In all the model specifications, the Time_spent variable presents a statistically 
significant and positive impact on students’ entrepreneurial intention. This result 
indicates that the time that students spend in JEE positively shapes their subse-
quent willingness to start a new business. In fact, the higher the time devoted 
to the activities organized by JEE is, the higher the likelihood that students will 
increase their entrepreneurial abilities that will ultimately affect the development 
of their entrepreneurial intention. Surprisingly, the analyses have not revealed a 
statistically significant impact of the number of projects that students have carried 
out in this organization on their entrepreneurial intention. An explanation of this 
result could be related to the consultancy-based nature of some of these projects. 
Although no information on the contents of the projects is available, informal 
talks with some JEE members have revealed that, in many cases, projects have 
opened the door to contacts (and subsequent hiring) with consultancy companies. 
Several JEs enter into partnership or informal agreements that give their members 

Table 3  Logit regression. Dependent variable: Entrepreneurial Intention

The table reports the logit estimates in which the variable Time_spent was included among the regres-
sors. Model 1 is the baseline model. Model 2 adds the student’s education field. Model 3 includes the 
variables that reflect the student’s foreign experience. The student’s work experience was introduced in 
model 4
Standard errors are in parentheses. Prob > chi2 = 0.000 for all models. *p < 0.10, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.001

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

Time_spent 0.086** (0.038) 0.079** (0.039) 0.089** (0.040) 0.084** (0.040)
N_projects  − 0.182 (0.113)  − 0.128 (0.119)  − 0.165 (0.125)  − 0.172 (0.128)
Science and 

Technol-
ogy

1.582** (0.582) 1.818** (0.637) 1.686** (0.655)

Foreign 
languages

1.154* (0.624) 1.177* (0.635)

Exchange 
program

1.138 (0.859) 1.112 (0.856)

Work_Expe-
rience

 − 0.236 (0.530)

Male  − 0.370 (0.442)  − 0.665 (0.469)  − 0.492 (0.486)  − 0.436 (0.491)
Age 0.227 (0.138) 0.235 (0.155) 0.249 (0.157) 0.265 (0.163)
GDP  − 0.675*** (0.161)  − 0.505** (0.165)  − 0.555** (0.209)  − 0.532** (0.210)
Constant 0.874 (3.575)  − 2.234 (3.884)  − 3.370 (4.266)  − 3.800 (4.357)
Observations 228 224 223 221
Log likeli-

hood
 − 71.03991  − 66.27188  − 62.33723  − 61.60880

Pseudo R2 0.2163 0.2641 0.2921 0.2828
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some advantage in being hired by local companies. For instance, if a company is 
recruiting, it might directly ask JEs to let some members apply for an evaluation.

The mere number of projects alone may not be sufficient to explain the mem-
bers’ entrepreneurial intention, as the content of the project probably would have. 
The estimates of the marginal effects show that when the Time_spent variable 
moves from zero to its mean value, the probability of having entrepreneurial 
intention increases by 0.5 percentage points.

As far as individual-level factors are concerned, the Science and Technology 
field of study has a statistically significant and positive impact on students’ entre-
preneurial intention, as found by Criaco et al. (2017). This effect is significant at 
a 5% level in all the model specifications. Owing to the fact that the two variables 
concerning the field of study (Science and Technology and Business) together 
present a high correlation (− 0.6520), Business was not included in the analyses. 
However, this study has also run the same regressions controlling for Business 
instead of Science and Technology, without finding any significant effect of the 
Business field of study. In terms of marginal effects, being enrolled in the Science 
and Technology field of study significantly increases the probability of develop-
ing entrepreneurial intention by 13.17%.

The estimates show that students who speak more than two foreign languages 
are more likely to develop entrepreneurial intention than their peers. Here again, 
the magnitude of the effect is high. The probability of having entrepreneurial 
intention is, on average, about 10 percentage points higher for students who speak 
more than two foreign languages.

Additionally, the GDP of the country of study was found to be negatively and 
significantly associated with students’ entrepreneurial intention. This result is 
interesting, because it indicates that students from lower income countries are 
more willing to create new businesses than their peers, despite their country’s 
poor growth perspectives. Laskovaia et al. (2017) found the same result. Moreo-
ver, based on the human capital theory, Dutta and Sobel (2018) have explained 
that less developed countries have a high rate of entrepreneurs, also known as 
‘necessity’ entrepreneurs.

Table 4 reports the logit estimates where the N_events variable is included among 
the regressors. Model 1 is the baseline model. Model 2 adds the student’s education 
field. Model 3 includes the variables that reflect the student’s experience abroad. 
Student’s work experience is introduced in model 4.

The N_events variable displays a statistically significant and positive sign in 
all the model specifications (at a 5% significant level). A unit change in the N_
events variable increases the probability of having entrepreneurial intention by 
0.004. This result reinforces the expectation that the higher the effort that students 
put into JEE activities is, the higher the likelihood of developing entrepreneurial 
intention is. All the results presented in Table  3 have been confirmed when the 
N_events variable was substituted with the Time_spent variable in the regression 
analyses.

In conclusion, the results show how students’ participation in JEE positively 
affects their entrepreneurial intention. In fact, the findings show that the more effort 
students put into this organization and the more events they follow, the higher the 
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probability of increasing their entrepreneurial intention is. The Science and Tech-
nology field of study and the knowledge of more than two foreign languages are 
both important drivers of entrepreneurial intention. Therefore, the results confirm 
the recent work of Johnstone et al. (2018) concerning the role played by language 
ability in entrepreneurship. In addition, the results show that entrepreneurship is 
also interesting for technical students (Souitaris et al. 2007).

Conclusion

Developing and promoting entrepreneurship is one of the key policy objectives of 
many countries around the world (e.g. Lewis and Llewellyn 2004; O’Connor 2013). 
Therefore, several researchers (e.g. Fonseca et al. 2001; Hoppe 2016; Wright et al. 
2017; Siivonen et al. 2019; Barbini et al. 2020) have started to study which activi-
ties are able to stimulate entrepreneurship. Numerous studies have examined the 
role played by specific entrepreneurship education programs in influencing students’ 
entrepreneurial intention (Raffo et al. 2000; Peterman and Kennedy 2003; Souitaris 

Table 4  Logit regression. Dependent variable: Entrepreneurial Intention

The table reports the logit estimates in which the N_events variable was included among the regres-
sors. Model 1 is the baseline model. Model 2 adds the student’s education field. Model 3 includes the 
variables that reflect the student’s foreign experience. The student’s work experience was introduced in 
model 4
Standard errors are in parentheses. Prob > chi2 = 0.000 for all models. * p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** 
p < 0.001

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

N_events 0.072** (0.027) 0.060** (0.027) 0.072** (0.030) 0.072** (0.030)
N_projects  − 0.163 (0.114)  − 0.107 (0.118)  − 0.144 (0.125)  − 0.164 (0.131)
Science and 

Technol-
ogy

1.318** (0.596) 1.552** (0.643) 1.421** (0.663)

Foreign 
languages

1.107* (0.647) 1.095* (0.657)

Exchange 
program

1.281 (0.884) 1.281 (0.882)

Work_Expe-
rience

 − 0.118 (0.566)

Male  − 0.606 (0.495)  − 0.834 (0.514)  − 0.693 (0.534)  − 0.599 (0.540)
Age 0.154 (0.142) 0.180 (0.161) 0.178 (0.165) 0.181 (0.172)
GDP  − 0.630*** (0.168)  − 0.516** (0.171)  − 0.591** (0.221)  − 0.570** (0.223)
Constant 2.504 (3.710)  − 0.158 (3.956)  − 0.553 (4.454)  − 0.749 (4.591)
Observations 221 217 216 214
Log likeli-

hood
 − 64.39230  − 60.51257  − 57.01402  − 55.93382

Pseudo R2 0.1956 0.2392 0.2634 0.2553
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et al. 2007; Pruett et al. 2009; Engle et al. 2010; Oosterbeek et al. 2010; Lanero et al. 
2011; Sánchez 2013), but this paper has focused on how the participation of stu-
dents in SLEOs affects their entrepreneurial intention.

It has been pointed out that SLEO members have the opportunity of networking, 
sharing ideas, working in multidisciplinary and international teams and attending 
entrepreneurial events and workshops. As suggested by Fayolle and Gailly (2009), 
SLEOs allow students to work in a similar environment as the one faced by entre-
preneurs. Therefore, SLEOs are considered as important actors in promoting an 
entrepreneurial environment and culture that can foster entrepreneurship at univer-
sity (Siegel and Wright 2015). However, despite being an important and growing 
phenomenon, only a few studies have so far analysed SLEOs (Pittaway et al. 2011, 
2015; Padilla-Angulo 2017; Preedy and Jones 2017; Siivonen et al. 2019).

In order to study the impact of SLEOs on students’ entrepreneurial intention, this 
research developed a survey in 2016 in collaboration with one of the most famous 
SLEOs in the world: JEE. The answers to a survey distributed to JEE members have 
revealed that the more time spent in JEE and the higher the number of events stu-
dents attended are, the higher their entrepreneurial intention was. We argue that the 
activities in JEE allow students to improve their social capital (e.g. network connec-
tions) and human capital (e.g. entrepreneurial abilities), which are fundamental for 
entrepreneurs (Hsiao et al. 2016; Wright et al. 2017). Our results indicate that JEE 
plays an important role in driving students’ entrepreneurial intention and in foster-
ing the entrepreneurial culture and ecosystem inside a university. In fact, SLEOs are 
fostering students’ entrepreneurial spirit and competences by proactively engaging 
their members in decision-making, encouraging them to start their own projects, and 
actively look for new opportunities. For instance, by being members of JEE, students 
can develop their entrepreneurial intention through learning through mistakes, learn-
ing by doing and learning from entrepreneurs (Pittaway et al. 2015). Moreover, they 
can create multidisciplinary and international teams, share their experiences with 
other peers interested in becoming entrepreneurs, enlarge their network and meet 
entrepreneurs (Padilla-Angulo 2017). These activities allow students to improve 
their hard and soft skills, such as entrepreneurial skills, team working, creativity, 
public speaking, networking, intercultural understanding and project management. 
Furthermore, thanks to the sharing of ideas, students can receive feedbacks on their 
entrepreneurial ideas (Pittaway et al. 2011, 2015). Therefore, SLEOs are bottom-up 
organizations able to improve students’ entrepreneurial intentions as a result of their 
activities.

Our findings indicate that SLEOs need to be considered in future research on 
entrepreneurial intention and abilities. For instance, it could be interesting to under-
stand whether students’ experiences in SLEOs have a greater impact on students’ 
entrepreneurial intention and abilities than entrepreneurship courses. In this way, 
it will be possible to analyse the combined effect of SLEOs and entrepreneurship 
education on entrepreneurial intention and abilities. In addition, since SLEOs are 
important actors in the entrepreneurial ecosystem, they should be included in future 
studies on the entrepreneurial culture and ecosystem of universities. It could be 
interesting to understand the effect of the collaboration of SLEOs with other local 
actors, inside and outside the university, in order to offer entrepreneurship education 
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(e.g. events, workshops, business competitions, hackathons) with the ultimate aim of 
fostering the entrepreneurial culture of students at universities.

The results also show that when students speak more than two foreign languages, 
and their study field is Science and Technology, there is a higher probability of their 
developing entrepreneurial intention. In fact, speaking more than two foreign lan-
guages gives students an opportunity to connect with people (e.g. students, as well 
as experts and potential customers) from different cultures and thus to better form an 
entrepreneurial mindset. This means that students can enlarge their network and may 
even change their social norms and environment. Language ability is an important 
topic that has already been examined in entrepreneurship research (Johnstone et al. 
2018), because speaking more languages seems to stimulate creativity and problem-
solving (e.g. Adesope et  al. 2010). However,  future research needs to analyse the 
role of language skills on entrepreneurial abilities and intention in more detail. In 
addition, a more scientific background allows students to have a greater knowledge 
of technology than students from other backgrounds and this knowledge can be 
turned into real entrepreneurial projects, thus affecting the probability of starting a 
new business. Therefore, it is also important to stimulate entrepreneurial intention in 
technical students (Souitaris et al. 2007). In conclusion, the results indicate that, in 
addition to experiences in SLEOs, individual-specific attributes and the curriculum 
are also important factors that lead to shaping the willingness of students to become 
entrepreneurs. However, this study has not found any difference according to the 
gender of students. This may be due to the fact that females who choose to be part of 
SLEOs have a greater self-efficacy than the average student. This aspect deserves to 
be investigated in future research.

Our findings offer several theoretical and practical implications for SLEOs, 
universities and policy makers. SLEOs are encouraged to enhance their visibil-
ity and lobbying, both at a local and an international level, in order to be better 
recognized as drivers of student entrepreneurship. Given the usefulness of these 
organizations in developing students’ entrepreneurial intention, it is advisable for 
universities to support and help students interact with them. Furthermore, univer-
sities could strengthen their technology transfer and entrepreneurial activities by 
including SLEOs in consultations, and foster SLEO interactions with other actors 
who promote entrepreneurship and technology transfer activities. They could, for 
instance, favour interactions with universities, entrepreneurship professors, incu-
bators, entrepreneurship research centres and technology transfer offices. Univer-
sities that excel in offering these opportunities could thus differentiate themselves 
from other universities and attract a higher number of students. Moreover, policy 
makers could sustain SLEOs financially and foster their interactions with other 
entrepreneurial system actors (e.g. incubators, business angels, venture capitalists, 
entrepreneurship associations). As explained by Alvarado et al. (2017), access to 
financing is fundamental to regional entrepreneurship. Therefore, all the actors 
in the entrepreneurial ecosystem are called upon to financially support SLEOs. 
For instance, SLEOs might take advantage of the Erasmus, Erasmus + and Extra-
UE programs supported by the European Commission. SLEOs could in fact play 
an important role within the entrepreneurial ecosystem. For instance, they could 
support the development of an entrepreneurial culture, by organizing events and 
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public initiatives and by allowing students from different backgrounds, different 
education levels and different countries to work in groups to enhance their entre-
preneurial skills. Furthermore, SLEOs could connect like-minded individuals 
within the community and create a link between different local actors. Many uni-
versities have in fact started to recognize this role (for example UC Berkeley and 
Aalto University) and to consider SLEOs as part of the entrepreneurial ecosystem 
in which the university is involved. Moreover, as Pittaway et al. (2015) suggested, 
students tend to join these SLEOs in order to improve their networking, learn-
ing through mistakes and learning by doing skills, and to acquire soft skills and 
experiences. Finally, as recently suggested by Rippa and Secundo (2019), it is 
important to foster student and academic entrepreneurship activities by applying 
digital technologies. SLEOs can also apply digital technologies in order to help 
universities and students to foster student and academic entrepreneurship.

Our results have implications for policy. SLEOs are key agents in the develop-
ment of an entrepreneurial culture among young people and the study of the role 
they play in shaping the entrepreneurial intention of their members is crucial in eval-
uating if there is a case for public policy intervention to stimulate their activity. Our 
research recommends policy makers to support SLEOs’ activities both inside and 
outside the university environment. Policy makers might need to design diversified 
policy initiatives and support measures to fit distinct entrepreneurial environments 
and to respond to different endorsements by universities.

Our study is not without limitations. The main limitation is that the survey has 
only been addressed to the members of one SLEO (albeit one of the largest) and a 
control sample is lacking. Furthermore, the sample has a population of diversified 
nationalities, with certain countries being present with a higher percentage than oth-
ers in the sample. Additionally, the analysis was only conducted in Europe. Another 
limitation is that it is not possible to know whether the students that responded to the 
survey will continue on their path toward entrepreneurship. One way of enhancing 
the analysis would be to keep trace of the students’ career progress. In this way, it 
would be possible to verify whether the students have actually become entrepreneurs 
and whether, and how, the SLEO experience served as a stepping stone to venture 
creation. Future research could therefore study which types of start-ups have been 
founded by SLEO associates and how the founders evaluate their experience in the 
SLEO. Moreover, it could be interesting to focus on students enrolled not only in 
Europe but also outside Europe (such as in the USA, China or in developing coun-
tries) in order to understand whether and how the impact of SLEOs changes across 
countries and to measure how the cultural differences of different countries impact 
entrepreneurial intention (Farashah 2015; Paul et al. 2017). As suggested by Salinas 
et al. (2018, 2019), both institutional (e.g. tax, labour or environmental regulations) 
and informal rules (i.e. linked to norms, values and beliefs prevailing in each soci-
ety) affect the level of entrepreneurship activities. Future studies might pay attention 
to the importance that formal and informal rules play in SLEOs and in forging stu-
dents’ entrepreneurial intentions.

In addition, taking part in a SLEO is probably not the only factor of influence 
on entrepreneurial intention. It could interact with other factors, such as the use of 
social media (and who students follow on social media), the role played by their 
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professors and mentors and the societal appraisal of entrepreneurship, to mention 
just a few. Moreover, it would be intriguing to assess the impact of SLEOs on the 
entrepreneurial ecosystem and society as a whole.

Appendix

Table 5  Survey

Student’s general data
  1. What is your complete name?
  2. What is your gender?
  3. How old are you? (years)
  4. What is your e-mail?
  5. What is your National Confederation?
  6. What is the name of your JE?

Student’s international mindset
  7. Have you already lived in any other countries?
  8. Which languages do you speak? (multiple choice) • English

• French
• German
• Spanish
• Portuguese
• Italian
• Romanian
• Polish
• Dutch
• Other (specify)

  9. Have you ever participated in any mobility exchange 
program (Erasmus, Leonardo Da Vinci, other)?

• Yes
• No

  10. Where have you been during your exchange? (multiple 
choice)

• Africa
• Asia
• Europe
• North America
• Oceania
• South America

Student’s educational background
  11. What is the name of your university?
  12. What is your field of study? (multiple choice) • Science and Technology (e.g. Engineering, 

Mathematics, Physics, etc.)
• Human Science (e.g. Law, Psychology, 

International Relations, etc.)
• Business (e.g. Marketing, Finance, Manage-

ment, Economics, etc.)
• Biological Science (e.g. Medicine, Phar-

macy, Biology, etc.)
• Arts and Sports
• Other (specify)

  13. In which year of University are you?

424



1 3

Entrepreneurial intention: An analysis of the role of…

Table 5  (continued)
Student’s working background

  14. In which other organization(s) have you been a volun-
teer? (multiple choice)

• I didn’t volunteer for another organization
• AIESEC
• Erasmus Students Network
• MUN
• Sports Association
• Other (specify)

  15. Have you ever had a job? • Yes
• No

  16. What kind of job did you have? (multiple choice) • Private Sector
• Public Sector
• Non-Profit organization
• Start-up
• Other (specify)

  17. Was the company that you worked for partner of:
  18. Please name the Company/Companies

Student’s involvement in JE
  19. When did you join your JE? (month/year)
  20. Why did you join a JE? (multiple choice) • To improve my skills

• To improve my network
• To learn how to create my own company
• To make use of my free time
• To impact positively the society

  21. How did you get to know the JE Network? (multiple 
choice)

• Internet
• Promotion in the University
• Clients of the JE
• My friend was already in the JE
• Other

  22. How many projects (core business) have you per-
formed in your JE?

  23. How many different types of services were those 
projects that you performed? (single choice)

• I have not performed projects
• 1 type
• 2 types
• 3 types
• 4 types
• 5 types
• More than 5 types

  24. How many hours, on average, do you work per week 
for the JE Network? (single choice)
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Table 5  (continued)

  25. From the skills/competences below, which ones have 
you developed since you entered the Junior Enterprise 
Network? Please choose the ones that you identify the 
most. (multiple choice)

• Team Work
• Project Management
• Negotiation Skills
• Technical Skills
• Communication Skills
• Analytical Thinking
• Creativity
• Self Confidence
• Perseverance
• Taking Responsibility
• Taking Initiative
• Other (specify)

  26. How many events, from the JE Network, have you 
attended already? (if not applicable, type 0)

  27. How much would you recommend the Network to a 
friend? (Please consider zero as the lowest rate and ten 
as the highest)

  28. How much would you recommend the Network to an 
organization? (Please consider zero as the lowest rate 
and ten as the highest)

  29. What is your BIG DREAM for the Network?

Student’s future career
  30. How do you see yourself when you finish your current 

studies? (single choice)
Employed in a public organization
Employed in the private sector
Starting a new degree/master/MBA
Starting your own-company
Other (specify)

  31. In what field/sector would you like to be working on? 
(single choice)

• Arts and Sports
• Biological Science (e.g. Medicine, Phar-

macy, Biology, etc.)
• Business (e.g. Marketing, Finance, Manage-

ment, Economics, etc.)
• Human Science (e.g. Law, Psychology, 

International Relations, etc.)
• Science and Technology (e.g. Engineering, 

Mathematics, Physics, etc.)
• Other (specify)

  32. Which is the company that you dream of working?
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