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Abstract
The purpose of this study was to investigate potential reciprocal relationships between 
entrepreneurs’ personal resources—namely, positive orientation—work engagement, and 
entrepreneurial success. We also investigated stability/change in the levels of these vari-
ables over time. We collected data from a sample of entrepreneurs using a longitudinal 
field study design with three measurement times, at 7-month intervals. The results con-
firm reciprocal relationships between positive orientation as well as work engagement and 
entrepreneurial success, evaluated in comparison with other businesses in the same sector 
and region. Entrepreneurs’ positive orientation predicts their evaluation of entrepreneurial 
success over time, and vice versa—entrepreneurs who experience successes develop their 
personal resources and work engagement. Upward spirals, consisting in an increase in the 
variables over time, were not detected. The understanding of the ways in which entrepre-
neurs’ personal resources foster the success of their firms, and vice versa, helps to advance 
the psychological explanation of entrepreneurship. This knowledge may inform training 
strategies employed by practitioners supporting entrepreneurs and potentially reduce the 
costs associated with the collapse of businesses.

Keywords Positive orientation · Work engagement · Entrepreneurial success · Upward 
spirals · Personal resources

1 Introduction

The good condition of businesses and their successful functioning is of great societal 
importance, as entrepreneurial activity provides not only financial benefits and innovative 
solutions but also employment for a large part of the working population (Muller et  al. 
2015; van Praag and Versloot 2007). It is therefore vital to gain insight into mechanisms 
related to entrepreneurial success—and it is not only economic but also psychological 
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mechanisms that may play a prominent role here (Baron 2007; Rauch and Frese 2007; Raz-
mus and Laguna 2018).

There is growing evidence that the personal characteristics of the entrepreneur are of 
great significance for entrepreneurial success (Rauch and Frese 2007). Most previous 
studies, however, focused on static, trait-like phenomena in entrepreneurship, and there is 
a vital call for explanations of the dynamic mechanisms responsible for entrepreneurial 
activity (Shepherd 2015). There is also a need to find stronger evidence of the relationships 
between entrepreneurs’ characteristics and performance and to explore the intervening pro-
cesses more carefully (Stephan 2018).

Our research answers these calls as it tests the dynamic relationships between entre-
preneurs’ personal resources, work engagement, and their evaluation of business success. 
More specifically, we would like (1) to test the potential reciprocal relationships between 
these variables and (2) to look for stability/change in their levels, using a longitudinal study 
design. The conservation of resources (COR) theory (Hobfoll 1989, 2011) and the posi-
tive orientation theory (Caprara et  al. 2009, 2012) provide the foundation for our study. 
They allow us to focus on positive psychological mechanisms as well as to investigate the 
dynamic processes that operate over time and may foster the experience of entrepreneurial 
success. Both theories postulate that the key personal resource is the individual’s personal 
attitude towards the world—more specifically, a positive view of themselves, life, and the 
future as well as regarding events as predictable and generally occurring in their best inter-
est (Caprara et al. 2009, 2012; Hobfoll 1989). It not only serves as a resistance resource but 
may also enable engagement in activity (Gorgievski and Hobfoll 2008) and success in it 
(Laguna 2018). In this study, we examine the relationships emerging over time, providing a 
new insight into entrepreneurial success mechanisms.

In the subsequent sections of the present paper, we first explain in more detail our gen-
eral theoretical framework. Next, we explain how we understand entrepreneurial success. 
Finally, we specify the postulated relationships between work engagement and the evalu-
ation of entrepreneurial success, as well as between positive orientation and work engage-
ment and success.

1.1  Personal Resources in Explaining Work Engagement and Entrepreneurial 
Success

As work is an important life domain that provides resources and at the same time drains 
them, we refer to the COR theory (Hobfoll 1989), which has become vital in the field of 
positive psychology in recent years (Hobfoll 2011). It can be applied to explain relation-
ships between personal resources, work engagement (Gorgievski et al. 2011), and success 
in entrepreneurial activity. Firstly, it postulates that the depletion of valuable resources 
will be accompanied by impaired psychological well-being (Hobfoll 1989, 2011), thus 
having an inhibitory impact on work engagement (Gorgievski and Hobfoll 2008) and, in 
consequence, on success in activity. A decrease in personal resources may prompt efforts 
to conserve other resources (e.g., energy); as a result, entrepreneurs may withdraw from 
engagement in their demanding work and thus decrease the performance of their busi-
nesses. Conversely, a high level of personal resources may stimulate positive affect, activity 
engagement, and performance (Laguna 2018). The COR theory also postulates that people 
have to invest their resources in order to prevent resource loss and gain more resources 
(Hobfoll 1989, 2011). In the work context, such resource investment boosts engagement in 
resource gain processes (e.g., accumulation of money). Consequently, entrepreneurs who 



2713When I Feel My Business Succeeds, I Flourish: Reciprocal…

1 3

have rich resources, including personal, will be more capable of sustaining work engage-
ment and increasing the performance of their businesses than those who lack resources 
(Gorgievski and Hobfoll 2008).

What is important, the COR theory explains loss and gain cycles and spirals, which are 
of interest in our study. These cycles/spirals move with amplified strength when people 
either lose the resources they need to meet challenges (loss spiral) or acquire resources 
(gain spiral) allowing them to risk looking for new challenges (Hobfoll 2011). Especially 
gain cycles/spirals, which have received considerably less attention than loss spirals, are 
critical to work engagement and success. Gain cycles may form spirals, as people experi-
encing resource gains experience higher well-being and are more ready to undertake fur-
ther investment of resources to sustain resource gains, enhance the speed of the engage-
ment process, and increase further resource gains (Gorgievski and Hobfoll 2008). Similar 
gain spirals concerning relationships between resources and positive emotions are postu-
lated by the broaden-and-build theory (Fredrickson 2013).

Moreover, Hobfoll (1989) highlights that it is important to investigate not only the effect 
of resources on performance and other outcomes, but also the effect of these outcomes on 
resources. This suggests the need to investigate reciprocal relationships between personal 
resources and other variables, such as work engagement and entrepreneurial success.

1.2  Entrepreneurial Success

Regarding the definitions of entrepreneurial success, the economic literature suggests that 
the financial performance of the firm is central; however, entrepreneurs themselves hold 
diverse views of success (Wach et al. 2016). The definition of entrepreneurial success is 
inevitably connected with the way in which it is operationalized and approached in research 
(Razmus and Laguna 2018). As business performance may be different in different indus-
try sectors and in different regional markets, researchers use two strategies to control for 
these differences. One is to focus on a specific sector and region to obtain comparable suc-
cess indicators (e.g., Baum and Locke 2004). However, this narrows the generalizability of 
results. The second strategy is to use a subjective evaluation of success, with the recom-
mendation to base this performance assessment on comparison with the performance of 
other business, including competitors. This method provides comparable results from dif-
ferent industries (Wach et al. 2016; Wiklund 1999). This second strategy is preferred even 
over objective ratings of performance, as they may suffer from imprecision and unreliabil-
ity, being more context-dependent than ratings provided by entrepreneurs (Sturman 2007). 
Such success criteria are proposed in many theoretical analyses, as comparison with other 
businesses offers more balanced evaluation of results obtained by a specific firm (Baron 
2007; Gielnik and Frese 2013). Moreover, subjective evaluations of business success are 
often better predictors of entrepreneurs’ decisions and behaviors than objective indicators 
(Dijkhuizen et al. 2017). Based on all these recommendations, we evaluate business suc-
cess in terms of comparison with similar organizations in the same sector and region, tak-
ing market share and sales turnover into account.

Many firms, especially small ones, are run by the person who established them. 
Establishing and managing a firm are both treated as behavioral criteria of entrepreneur-
ship, allowing us to distinguish entrepreneurs from managers and business owners who 
do not manage their own firms (Baron 2007; Baron et  al. 2012). In cases when both of 
these criteria are fulfilled, i.e., when a person is an owner and a manager of a business, 
the success of the business is, at least to some extent, dependent on the activity of the 
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entrepreneur—business owner—and on their personal characteristics (Rauch and Frese 
2007).

Research on entrepreneurial success, similarly to research on job performance, is pre-
dominantly static in nature, mostly examining the correlates of various performance rat-
ings, with the assumption that the results would generalize to any other point in time. Yet, 
research using a dynamic performance approach brings abundant evidence that individu-
als’ job performance does indeed change with time (for a review see Sturman 2007). The 
same is postulated by the COR theory (Gorgievski et al. 2011), but it is hardly ever tested, 
especially in the case of entrepreneurs. Research on the dynamic mechanisms stimulating 
entrepreneurial success is needed to uncover the ways in which it is related to work engage-
ment and entrepreneurs’ personal resources.

1.3  Work Engagement and Entrepreneurial Success

To achieve success, one must first undertake an activity and be engaged in it until a good 
result is achieved, as activity engagement is a prerequisite of performance. In the work con-
text, the concept of work engagement was proposed, defined as a “positive, fulfilling, work-
related state of mind that is characterized by vigor, dedication, and absorption” (Schaufeli 
et al. 2002, p. 74). It serves motivational functions in employees and is confirmed to be 
related to many positive individual and organizational outcomes, including employees’ 
health and well-being (Llorens et al. 2007; Schaufeli 2013). There is also empirical evi-
dence that employees’ work engagement is positively related to their performance (for a 
review see: Bailey et al. 2015; Schaufeli 2013).

The relationship between work engagement and business success may be also posi-
tive in the case of entrepreneurs, but this is less obvious. Entrepreneurial success may be 
dependent not only on entrepreneurs’ work engagement but also on external factors, such 
as market conditions or capital availability (Wiklund 1999). They work in less controlled 
settings, in a demanding environment, in which the results of individual activity may also 
depend on contextual factors (Dijkhuizen et  al. 2016). Although there is some evidence 
that the work engagement of self-employed people and business owners is related to their 
performance (e.g., Gorgievski et al. 2014) and subjective evaluation of their business suc-
cess (Dijkhuizen et al. 2017), the engagement-entrepreneurial success relationship awaits 
further investigation.

What is also far from obvious is the potential opposite direction in engagement–success 
relationship (Dijkhuizen et  al. 2017). It is possible that when a person achieves success 
in action, this serves as positive feedback and strengthens their motivation and engage-
ment, as is postulated by the COR theory describing gain cycles (Gorgievski and Hobfoll 
2008). Entrepreneurs experiencing some resource gains thanks to the success of their firms 
may be more ready to invest resources and sustain their engagement to increase further 
resource gains. Based on this, we can hypothesize positive cross-lagged effects between 
work engagement and entrepreneurial success.

1.4  Personal Resources and Work Engagement

The COR theory postulates that people have to invest their resources to prevent resource 
loss and to gain more resources (Hobfoll 1989, 2011). When describing the psychological 
mechanisms underlying the relationship between individual characteristics and organiza-
tional outcomes, researchers have stressed the role of personal resources (Xanthopoulou 
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et al. 2009a, b). The investment of personal resources may boost engagement in resource 
gain; consequently, people with rich resources will sustain their work engagement (Gor-
gievski and Hobfoll 2008).

We focus on one of personal resources—positive orientation, a higher order construct 
that captures the core of self-esteem, life satisfaction, and optimism (Caprara et al. 2009, 
2012). The central thesis of the positive orientation theory is that viewing oneself, life, and 
the future positively is a basic predisposition making people able to welcome opportunities 
and to cope with life, despite adversities and hardships. It is postulated that positive orien-
tation enables individuals to “fully express their potentials and to fully benefit from contin-
gent opportunities” (Caprara et al. 2009, p. 283). As personal resources, together with job 
resources, are important factors stimulating work engagement (Halbesleben 2010), positive 
orientation also plays this role. The beliefs-affect-engagement model explains the mecha-
nism through which positive orientation may stimulate behavior—it fuels positive affect, 
which in turn fosters activity engagement (Laguna 2018). Indeed, it is proven that positive 
orientation is related to work engagement in employees (Alessandri et al. 2015a). There is 
also some evidence that it plays a motivational role in entrepreneurs, helping them to invest 
energy in activity and sustaining their goal realization efforts (Laguna et al. 2016).

The COR theory also provides some grounds to expect reversed relationships, lead-
ing from work engagement to personal resources (Hobfoll 1989). Therefore, we intend to 
analyze the reciprocal relationships between positive orientation and work engagement 
(Laguna 2018). No direct evidence concerning positive orientation is available; however, 
longitudinal studies show that work engagement increases employees self-efficacy beliefs 
over time (Llorens et al. 2007). As self-efficacy beliefs, being a distinct construct, are cor-
related with positive orientation (Oleś et  al. 2013), we can expect similar mechanisms 
linking positive orientation and work engagement. Thus, based on the available theoreti-
cal explanations and previous research findings, we expect positive reciprocal relationships 
between positive orientation and work engagement.

1.5  Personal Resources and Entrepreneurial Success

Positive orientation is one of personal resources which can be spent to obtain other 
resources, such as success in business performance or financial returns. It is postulated by 
Hobfoll (2002) that people do not only preserve their resources but also tend to accumulate 
them, and personal resources are expected to be positively related to performance. Indeed, 
there are studies showing that employees’ psychological capital (i.e., positive beliefs, 
including optimism) may have a positive financial impact and result in a high return on 
investment (Luthans et  al. 2006). However, there are also studies showing that personal 
resources do not play a role in explaining an organization’s financial returns (Xanthopoulou 
et al. 2009b). This suggests that more research is needed to test the relationship between 
personal resources and business performance.

As positive orientation is the “modes of viewing self, life, and future, through which 
people welcome opportunities, cope with adversities, and ultimately chart the course of 
their life” (Caprara et al. 2009, p. 283), it may lead to higher performance (Laguna 2018). 
There is some evidence that positive orientation predicts in-role and extra-role performance 
in employees (Alessandri et al. 2012). Moreover, a study on security agents showed that 
their positive orientation was related to job performance (Alessandri et  al. 2015a). This 
allows us to expect similar relationships in entrepreneurs and over time. Our expectations 
are based on research findings showing that entrepreneurs’ positive orientation predicts the 
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realization of their personal goals related to entrepreneurial activity (Laguna et al. 2016) 
and on a systematic review of research showing that more positive—“happier”—entrepre-
neurs run higher performing firms (Stephan 2018).

We also postulate the opposite relationship, leading from entrepreneurial success to 
positive orientation. Despite the fact that genetic research shows that positive orientation is 
to some degree inherited, it has also been demonstrated that its level may, to some extent, 
depend on unique personal experience (Caprara et  al. 2009, 2018). One sphere of such 
experience is the effect of the activities of the individual, i.e., the experience of the suc-
cess or failure of the business that one manages. Successes can make people confident in 
their abilities, thus increasing their self-esteem, their positive expectations for the future, 
and their satisfaction with life (Laguna 2018). Although the review of research shows that 
positive orientation significantly contributes to employees’ job performance (Caprara et al. 
2018), we are not aware of research testing the relationships between positive orientation 
and business success. Our study will therefore provide new insights into these relation-
ships. Based on the above explanations, we expect positive cross-lagged reciprocal rela-
tionships between positive orientation and the evaluation of entrepreneurial success.

1.6  Study Aims

The aims of our study were twofold: (1) to test the potential dynamic reciprocal relation-
ships between entrepreneurs’ positive orientation, work engagement, and evaluation of 
entrepreneurial success; (2) to investigate the stability of or change in the levels of these 
variables over time, looking for cycles/spirals of resource loss or gain. We decided to test 
these relationships in a sample of entrepreneurs-business owners in natural, non-experi-
mental settings using a longitudinal study design.

As we have explained above, both directions of relationships between positive orienta-
tion, work engagement, and the evaluation of entrepreneurial success are expected. There-
fore, rather than a causality model with paths leading from positive orientation to work 
engagement and then to success, or rather than a reversed causation model with paths lead-
ing in the opposite direction, we expect that the cross-lagged model including reciprocal 
paths will best represent the relationships between the variables in time (see Fig. 1). This is 
expressed in our hypothesis:

The relationships between positive orientation, work engagement, and the evaluation 
of entrepreneurial success are reciprocal.

The COR theory (Hobfoll 2011) as well as other theories explaining dynamic mech-
anisms (e.g., Fredrickson 2013) postulate loss and gain cycles and spirals that move 
with amplified strength along time. To distinguish these mechanisms, we refer to the 
explanations offered by Lindsley et al. (1995). They differentiate (a) a reciprocal rela-
tionship between variables and (b) a cyclic relationship, i.e., a pattern of consecutive 
changes in the levels of variables over at least three time points. Reciprocal relation-
ships between variables may, but do not have to, lead to subsequent changes in their 
level. These changes in the level of each variable may be threefold, consisting in: (1) 
an increase in each variable over time forming an upward spiral, (2) a decrease of 
each variable over time forming an downward spiral, or (3) a self-correcting, devi-
ation-counteracting cycle, when a decrease in a variable is followed by its increase, 
or vice versa (Lindsley et al. 1995). We clearly state that reciprocal relationships are 
not enough for the detection of upward or downward spirals or deviation-counteracting 
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cycles, and that, to detect such cyclic relationships, at least three measurement times 
are necessary (Lindsley et al. 1995). This is a very strict distinction of reciprocal and 
cyclic mechanisms, taking into account that in many studies researchers investigate 
upward spirals using a study design with two measurement times only.

The explanation of the dynamic mechanism may be even more complex. According 
to the COR theory, people quickly adapt to circumstances and life events, functioning 
on an individual baseline level called “dynamic equilibrium” (Gorgievski and Hobfoll 
2008). This dynamic equilibrium is maintained and restored because people develop 
resource caravans, which are associations of resources that build up across the lifespan 
and are relatively stable. In consequence, despite temporary changes in the levels of 
resources that boost engagement and performance at work, a kind of “dynamic stabil-
ity” (Gorgievski and Hobfoll 2008) is expected. This suggests that, in the long run, 
we may not observe changes in the positive orientation level as well as in the lev-
els of work engagement and success. Therefore, both the self-correcting loops and the 
deviation-amplifying upward spirals may regulate work engagement in entrepreneurs. 
On the one hand, they may help maintain appropriate levels of resources, work engage-
ment, and company performance (Gorgievski and Hobfoll 2008); on the other hand, 
they may prevent overwork and overconfidence, both of which may undermine the 
ability to manage a business effectively (Hayward et al. 2006). Consequently, instead 
of a hypothesis, we posed a research question concerning the “dynamic equilibrium” 
mechanism:

Does the level of each variable increase over time?

2  Method

2.1  Procedure

Entrepreneurs from different regions of Poland were recruited using the snowball sampling 
method to take part in a longitudinal three-wave field study. There were 7-month intervals 
between the three measurement times (T1, T2, T3). Such a time interval was chosen based 
on analysis of the previous studies on work engagement or performance/success in which 
time lag ranged from three (e.g., Daniels et al. 1997) to 6 months (e.g., Gielnik et al. 2014; 
Schaufeli et al. 2012) or even 2 years (e.g., Dijkhuizen et al. 2017). We expected that the 
7-month time lag will be long enough to observe potential changes in the variables, but 
not too long to considerably decrease the sample size. All participants fulfilled (jointly) 
four behavioral criteria of entrepreneurship (Baron 2007; Baron et al. 2012): they were (1) 
founders, (2) owners, and (3) managers of their businesses, and (4) these businesses had 
survived on the market for at least 1 year, which means they had moved beyond the start-up 
phase (Baron 2007).

During the first study wave, the participants provided their contact details, allowing us 
to ask them to participate in the further stages of the study, at the next two measurement 
times. We then anonymized the final data set so as to ensure the confidentiality of the data. 
The participants completed the questionnaires in a paper-and-pencil form. Participation in 
the study was voluntary and the participants did not receive any reward, apart from the 
feedback concerning the final research results that was delivered to the entrepreneurs who 
wished to receive it.
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2.2  Participants

Of the initial sample of 206 entrepreneurs (T1), 177 (85.9% of the T1 sample) took part in 
the second measurement, and 98 (47.6% of the T1 sample) took part in the third measure-
ment. To check if the sample size reduction did not cause selection bias, we tested whether 
or not the participants who took part in all three measurements (n = 98) differed from those 
who participated in the study only at T1 (n = 108). The results displayed no statistically 
significant differences (p > .05) in any of the study variables, in any demographics of the 
entrepreneurs, or in the characteristics of their firms.

The initial T1 sample consisted of 206 entrepreneurs aged 23–68 (M = 43.81, 
SD = 11.32), of whom 38.7% were women. Their firms had functioned for between 1 and 
46 years (M = 10.11, SD = 8.57), operating in services and trade (155 firms, 75.2%), in pro-
duction (17 firms, 8.3%), in the construction industry (24 firms, 11.7%), or in other sec-
tors (10 firms, 4.8%). All those firms were small and medium-sized enterprises, employing 
from 1 to 105 full-time employees (M = 8.6, SD = 17.1), and from 1 to 38 part-time workers 
(M = 1.9, SD = 4.7). The proportion of women in the sample of entrepreneurs corresponded 
to the proportion of women in the population, and the characteristics of the businesses 
matched the population characteristics of enterprises in Poland (Tarnawa and Zadura-
Lichota 2013).

2.3  Measures

Positive orientation was measured with the Polish version (Łaguna et al. 2011) of the uni-
dimensional Positivity Scale (Caprara et al. 2012). Its eight items (e.g., “I have great faith 
in the future”; “I generally feel confident in myself”) were answered on a 5-point scale 
(1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree). Cronbach’s α ranged between .78 and .83 at the 
three measurement times. The reliability of all measures administered in each study wave 
is provided in Table 1.

Work engagement was measured with the Polish version (Chirkowska-Smolak 2012) 
of the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (Schaufeli and Bakker 2004). The short nine-item 
version of the scale contains three dimensions, with three items per dimension, i.e., Ded-
ication (“My work inspires me”); Absorption (“I feel happy when I’m engrossed in my 
work”); Vigor (“I am bursting with energy in my work”). Answers are given on a 6-point 
scale (0 = never; 5 = very often). Careful analysis of internal consistency and item–scale 
correlations shows that, in our sample, item 9 (“I get carried away when I’m working”) 
has low correlations with the total score and decreases the internal consistency of the scale 
(from .14 to .22 for the three measurement times, while item–total correlations for all the 
other items exceed .58), and therefore we excluded it when calculating the total score. In 
the Polish translation (Chirkowska-Smolak 2012) this item may have two meanings: it may 
mean either that someone loses track of time when working or that someone forgets about 
something to be done. In consequence, the Absorption dimension consisted of two items 
and the whole scale of eight items. Cronbach’s α for the whole scale ranged from .89 to .93 
(Table 1).

Entrepreneurial success was measured as an entrepreneur’s evaluation of the perfor-
mance of his/her business, in comparison with similar businesses in the sector and in the 
same region. Such comparisons had been used in previous studies and successfully vali-
dated as firm performance measure (Wiklund 1999). The scale consisted of three items 
(“Taking everything into consideration, compared to a similar organization in your industry 
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sector and region, how successful is your business?”; “How does the market share of your 
business compare to that of similar organizations in your industry sector and region?”; 
“How does the turnover of your business compare to that of similar organizations in your 
industry sector and region?”). The items were answered on a 5-point scale (1 = belongs to 
the less successful half; 2 = successful on average; 3 = belongs to the more successful half; 
4 = belongs to the most successful 20%; 5 = belongs to the most successful 5%). Cronbach’s 
α for the scale ranged from .94 to .95 (Table 1).

2.4  Data Analysis Strategy

Common method variance Prior to hypothesis testing, we checked whether we had indeed 
captured three distinct constructs (Podsakoff et al. 2012). For this purpose, we performed 
item-level confirmatory factor analyses (CFA) on data from each measurement time sepa-
rately (T1, T2, T3). We tested three subsequent models: a single-factor model, in which 
items of all three scales measuring the study variables were treated as underlying dimen-
sions of a single common latent factor (M1); an uncorrelated factors model, in which the 
items of each of the three scales were treated as underlying dimensions of a specific latent 
factor captured by each scale (M2); a correlated factors model, in which these three specific 
latent factors were allowed to covary with one another (M3). If the single-factor model fit-
ted the data worse than the alternative models at each measurement time, this would con-
firm the distinct nature of the three constructs.

Measurement invariance To examine the longitudinal measurement invariance of our 
measurement model, we specified a stability model across measurement times. Its invari-
ance was tested in three steps (Meredith 1993). First, we tested configural invariance by 
estimating the same model (M1) at the three measurement times, without any cross-group 
constraints. Next, we specified a more stringent metric invariance model (M2) with equiva-
lent factor loadings across measurement times. Finally, we specified a scalar invariance 
model (M3), adding equivalent intercepts across measurement times. To examine the dif-
ferences between these increasingly restricted nested models, we calculated Δχ2 and ΔCFI. 
The use of Δχ2 in invariance testing has come under criticism because it is highly sensitive 
to sample size. Consequently, researchers have based decisions concerning invariance on 
alternative criteria. Cheung and Rensvold (2002) suggested that an absolute difference in 
CFI lower than .01 would indicate measurement invariance.

Testing of longitudinal models As our data comes from three measurement times, we 
applied cross-lagged structural equation modeling analysis (Little 2013), which is often 
chosen for data coming from similar study designs (Hakanen et  al. 2008; Laguna et  al. 
2017; Pitts et al. 1996; Xanthopoulou et al. 2009a). Four alternative longitudinal models 
were tested successively. First, we tested a stability model (M1) with autocorrelations and 
synchronous correlations (without cross-lagged paths). The autocorrelations were speci-
fied as correlations between error terms corresponding to each latent construct across the 
three measurement times, and the synchronous correlations were specified as correlations 
between error terms of the latent constructs measured at the same time. The error terms 
corresponding to the same indicator over time were allowed to covary with one another, as 
recommended for longitudinal measurement models (Pitts et al. 1996). Next, we assessed 
the causality model (M2). In addition to the paths of the stability model, it included 
cross-lagged structural paths between the study variables. Subsequently, we tested the 
reversed causation model (M3), including the paths of the stability model and cross-lagged 
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structural paths, reversed to those included in the causality model. Finally, we tested the 
reciprocal model (M4), containing all the paths included in previous models (M1, M2, and 
M3), assuming reciprocal relationships between the study variables (see Fig. 1).

Changes in the levels of variables To test whether the level of each variable changed 
over time, we applied the latent growth curve analysis (Arbuckle 2005; Little 2013). This 
allowed us to estimate the means and variances for the intercept and the slope of each 
variable, and the correlation between intercept and slope, allowing us to estimate the latent 
trends from longitudinal data for each variable.

Analytic approach We used structural equation modeling as the analytic framework. 
Parameters were estimated by full information maximum likelihood using the AMOS v.22 
(Arbuckle 2005). All alternative longitudinal models were first fitted to the data, and then 
the model with the best fit indices was compared with the three alternative models. Miss-
ing data were handled by the Full Information Maximum Likelihood method, allowing the 
use of all available data from the three study waves, including the participants who only 
took part in some of the measurements. When interpreting model paths, due to the rela-
tively small sample size, we applied a less restrictive p < .10 value (Cohen 1994).

To assess model fit we used the χ2 goodness-of-fit statistic, the comparative fit index 
(CFI), the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), and the Akaike information 
criterion (AIC), using the recommended cut-off criteria (Browne and Cudeck 1992; Hu 
and Bentler 1999; Kline 2005). For RMSEA, values equal to or lower than .05 indicate a 
good fit, values from .06 to .08 indicate a reasonable fit, and values higher than .10 indicate 
a poor model fit. For CFI, values of .95 or higher indicate a good fit, values from .90 to 
.95 indicate a reasonable fit, and values below .90 indicate a poor fit. Lower AIC values 
indicate better model fit. When testing the differences between the alternative models, we 
calculated Chi square difference tests (Δχ2) and differences in CFI (ΔCFI; Brown 2006; 
Kline 2005). A statistically significant difference in χ2, an absolute difference in CFI that is 
higher than .01, and lower AIC values would indicate a significant difference in model fit.

3  Results

3.1  Preliminary Analyses

Common method variance We examined a series of measurement models to check for com-
mon method variance (Podsakoff et al. 2012). At each measurement time, the correlated 
factors model (M3) showed better fit than the two alternative models: the single common 
factor model (M1) and the uncorrelated factor model (M2; see Appendix, Table 3). This 
supports the distinctness of the three latent variables measured in this study, although it 
shows that they are correlated. The confirmation of their distinctness allows us to reduce 
the complexity of our hypothesized models by using parcels, taking into account the rela-
tively small sample size (Kline 2005). Therefore, in subsequent analyses we used three 
work engagement dimensions as indicators of the work engagement latent factor, eight 
items as indicators of the positive orientation latent factor, and three items as indicators of 
entrepreneurial success (at each measurement time).

Measurement invariance We tested the longitudinal measurement invariance of our 
measurement model in three steps. First, configural invariance was supported, as the con-
figural unrestricted model (M1) shows an acceptable fit to the data (Appendix, Table 4). 
After adding equality constraints on all factor loadings across the measurement times 
(M2), the model fit did not deteriorate (ΔCFI = .006), indicating full metric invariance 
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(Cheung and Rensvold 2002). In the scalar invariance model (M3), equality constraints 
were added on all item intercepts. A comparison of this model with the metric invariance 
model (ΔCFI = .003) indicated full scalar invariance. Based on these results, we can mean-
ingfully analyze the relationships between the constructs across measurement times and 
compare the mean scores (Meredith 1993).

3.2  Descriptive Statistics and Correlations

Means, standard deviations, internal consistencies (Cronbach’s α), and correlations 
between the variables measured at each of the three measurement times are presented 
in Table  1. As expected, all variables are positively correlated. The generally moderate 
test–retest correlations between the three measurement times for each of the study vari-
ables demonstrate that they are relatively stable over time. 

3.3  Testing of Longitudinal Models

The results of comparisons of four alternative longitudinal models show that only the reciprocal 
model (M4) had an acceptable fit to the data, as revealed by all fit criteria (χ2

(741) = 1181.888, 
p =.001, CFI = .900, RMSEA = .054, AIC = 1589.888). Neither the stability model (M1; 
χ2

(759) = 1257.832, p =.001, CFI = .887, RMSEA = .057, AIC = 1629.832), nor the causal-
ity model (M2; χ(751)v = 1229.412, p =.001, CFI = .891, RMSEA = .056, AIC = 1617.412) or 
the reversed causation model (M3; χ2

(751)= 1219.449, p = .001, CFI = .894, RMSEA = .055, 
AIC = 1607.449) attained an acceptable fit in terms of all fit criteria.

As all the other models are nested in model M4, it was compared with the other alter-
native models. Model comparison using the χ2 difference tests showed that model M4 
was superior to the three alternative models, with a significantly better fit to the data. 
For comparisons with M1 (Δχ2

(18) = 75.944, p = .001, ΔCFI = .013), also ΔCFI exceeded 
.01, being close to reaching this level for comparison with M2 (Δχ2

(9) = 47.524, p = .001, 
ΔCFI = .009) but not with M3 (Δχ2

(9) = 37.561, p = .001, ΔCFI = .006). As AIC fit indi-
ces are consistent with the χ2 difference tests showing the lowest values for the reciprocal 
model (M4), we treat this model as the best fitting one.1

1 In an additional analysis we controlled for the potential effects of capital availability. Access to financial 
capital can influence business performance, since it serves as a buffer against unforeseen troubles which 
can arise from changing environmental conditions (Wiklund, 1999). Therefore, we controlled for this factor 
in our model. Taking into account that it is difficult to obtain an objective measure of access to capital, we 
used the recommended subjective measure of capital availability satisfaction (Wiklund, 1999). In addition 
to the single item used by Wiklund (1999) that refers to capital available for business development, we used 
two items referring to the sufficiency of capital available for regular investments and to keep pace with 
competitors (e.g., “Do you have sufficient capital for regular investments?”). Therefore, our measure con-
sisted of three items answered on a 7-point scale (1 = insufficient, 7 = fully satisfactory). We confirmed that 
this measure captured a single dimension at each measurement time: T1 (χ2

(1) = .502, p = .479, CFI = 1.000, 
RMSEA = .001), T2 (χ2

(1) = 19.027, p < .001, CFI = .958, RMSEA = .032), and T3 (χ2
(1) = 8.849, p = .003, 

CFI = .974, RMSEA = .028); Cronbach’s α was .91, .93, and .95 respectively. Based on these results, we 
included capital availability in the model as an observable score. This variable was added to the reciprocal 
model (M4) to test whether it affects entrepreneurial success. The model including capital availability fit-
ted the data significantly worse than the reciprocal model M4 (χ2

(864) = 1483.145, p < .001, RMSEA = .059, 
CFI = .870, AIC = 1915.145; comparison with M4: Δχ2

(123) = 301.257, p < .001, ΔCFI = .030, higher AIC 
value), though it showed statistically significant effects of capital availability on entrepreneurial success at 
each measurement time (.51 at T1, .44 at T2, and .46 at T3, all significant at p < .001). As this analysis 
shows that the reciprocal model (M4) fits the data better than it does after controlling for capital availability, 
we treat this model as the final one.
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In this reciprocal model presented in Fig.  1, the autocorrelations were .28 (T1–T2), 
.42 (T2–T3), and .31 (T1–T3) for positive orientation; .53 (T1–T2), .40 (T2–T3), and .29 
(T1–T3) for work engagement; and .42, .47, and .49 for entrepreneurial success, respec-
tively. As expected, positive orientation was positively related to the evaluation of entre-
preneurial success over time. The relationships in both directions between T1 and T2 as 
well as between T1 and T3 exceeded the criterial p value. This indicates that T1 positive 
orientation is positively related to success in entrepreneurial activity at T2 and even, in 
the long run, at T3. The opposite is also true—the initial (T1) evaluation that one’s busi-
ness is going well is related to higher positive orientation at T2 and T3; however, this is 
not the case between T2 and T3. Thus, the expectations concerning the reciprocal rela-
tionship between positive orientation and the evaluation of entrepreneurial success were 
generally supported. Positive orientation at T2 was also positively related to entrepreneurs’ 
work engagement at T3, but not between T1 and T2. The reverse relationships from work 
engagement to positive orientation were also statistically significant for T1–T2 and T2–T3 
intervals, but not for the T1–T3 interval. This suggests that these reciprocal relationships 
operate in rather shorter time intervals. What is somewhat unexpected is that the reciprocal 
relationships between work engagement and the evaluation of entrepreneurial success were 
not supported. None of the relationships from work engagement to success were statisti-
cally significant, neither T1–T2, nor T2–T3 or T1–T3. As regards the opposite direction, 
only T1–T2 success–engagement relationship exceeded the criterial p value.

To conclude, our results generally supported the reciprocal relationships between 
positive orientation, work engagement, and the evaluation of entrepreneurial success 
over time. Many of the postulated paths in both directions between these variables were 

.29**

.28***

.14+
.29*

.31***

.31***

.27*

.37*

Posi�ve 
orienta�on

Work 
engagement

Success Success

Work 
engagement

Success

Posi�ve 
orienta�on

Posi�ve 
orienta�on

Work 
engagement

Time 1 Time 2 Time 3

Fig. 1  The final model (M4) of reciprocal relationships between positive orientation, work engagement, 
and evaluation of entrepreneurial success. Note: +p < .1; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001; standardized path 
coefficients are reported; solid lines = statistically significant paths; dotted lines = statistically non-signifi-
cant paths; for simplicity of the figure the stability relationships are not presented, being however included 
in the model
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statistically significant; moreover, the reciprocal model was the best fitted to the data, 
better than the stability, causality, and reversed causation models. This supports our 
hypothesis.

3.4  Changes in the Levels of Variables

Finally, we applied the latent growth curve analysis (Arbuckle 2005; Little 2013) to test 
whether the level of each variable changed over time and to investigate interindividual 
variability in this change. For each of the study variables, the latent growth model had 
acceptable fit (Table  2). Significant variances in intercepts indicate that participants 
differed in the initial level of positive orientation, work engagement, and evaluation of 
entrepreneurial success. However, non-significant variances in slopes indicate that they 
did not differ in the rate of change in any of these variables. These results show that there 
were no significant changes in any of these variables over time, answering our research 
question. 

4  Discussion

Based on the COR theory (Hobfoll 1989, 2011) and on the positive orientation theory 
(Caprara et al. 2009, 2012), we investigated the reciprocal relationships between positive 
orientation, work engagement, and the evaluation of entrepreneurial success. We pro-
posed that positive orientation could serve as a personal resource maintaining engagement 
in entrepreneurial activity and that this could lead entrepreneurs to feel successful in this 
activity. On the other hand, feeling successful in action may lead to a greater engagement 
and to building personal resources in the long run.

Our results show that entrepreneurs’ (business owners’) positive orientation is indeed 
dynamically related to their work engagement and evaluation of entrepreneurial success. 
Their positive orientation fosters engagement in entrepreneurial activity and experiencing 
the success of their firms, and vice versa; however, these relationships were not found to 
be statistically significant between all measurement times (see Fig.  1). Generally, when 
entrepreneurs evaluate the success of their businesses as high compared to other busi-
nesses in the same sector and region, with time they have higher level of positive orienta-
tion, what means that they are more likely to view themselves, life, and the future more 
positively. This may allow them to welcome new opportunities and cope with adversities 

Table 2  Latent-growth curve analysis results

χ2 in each model df 1; ***p < .001; n.s. non-significant

Variable Model fit Means Variances Slope and 
intercept 
correlationχ2 p CFI RMSEA Intercept Slope Intercept Slope

Positive orien-
tation

.085 .771 1.000 .001 3.84*** .00n.s. .08n.s .00n.s. .03n.s.

Work engage-
ment

3.019 .082 .978 .099 3.65*** − .06n.s. .45*** .08n.s. − .52n.s.

Entreprenurial 
success

5.128 .024 .951 .142 2.61*** − .06n.s. .32*** − .04n.s. .05n.s.
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(Caprara et  al. 2009) and may lead to their personal flourishing—to the development of 
their personal resources and work engagement. Over time, entrepreneurs who strongly 
engage in work increase their positive orientation level, namely become more confident 
in themselves, develop more positive expectations concerning the future, and enjoy higher 
life satisfaction. The relationships between positive orientation, work engagement, and the 
evaluation of entrepreneurial success are shown to be reciprocal and long-lasting, which 
confirms the postulates of the COR theory (Hobfoll 1989, 2011) and the beliefs-affect-
engagement model (Laguna 2018).

The present study provides further empirical evidence that positive orientation 
is indeed a personal resource important in the work context (Caprara et  al. 2018). Our 
results are congruent with the findings showing that positive orientation is positively 
related to the work engagement of paid employees and to their job performance (Ales-
sandri et al. 2015a). We have found similar mechanisms in entrepreneurs, and the strength 
of these relationships is similar as in employees (for example .29–.31 for the relation-
ship between positive orientation and employees’ in-role job performance; Alessandri 
et al. 2012). The results of this longitudinal study confirm also more general postulates 
of the beliefs-affect-engagement model (Laguna 2018), proposing that positive orienta-
tion, being accompanied by positive affect, fosters activity engagement and, consequently, 
performance.

Most of the previous studies on dynamic mechanisms such as gain spirals (Gorgievski 
and Hobfoll 2008; Hobfoll 1989) were carried out as two-wave studies (e.g., Llorens et al. 
2007). To test such relationships fully, we performed a three-wave study with 7-month 
intervals, as at least three measurement times are necessary to uncover dynamic mecha-
nisms (Lindsley et al. 1995). Such a time interval was chosen as long enough to observe 
changes in the performance of a firm, which are a matter of months rather than weeks 
(e.g., Gielnik et al. 2014; Schaufeli et al. 2012). Upward spirals resulting in a subsequent 
increase in the levels of variables were not detected. The levels of positive orientation, 
work engagement, and the evaluation of entrepreneurial success remained relatively stable 
over the entire time of 21  months. We ascribe this to self-correcting, deviation-counter-
acting cycles (Lindsley et al. 1995). Such cycles may occur in a short time interval when 
a decrease in variables is followed by their increase, or the other way around (Gorgievski 
and Hobfoll 2008; Hobfoll 1989), resulting in a relatively stable level in the long run. Our 
results confirm that reciprocal and cyclic relationships between variables are distinct mech-
anisms (Lindsley et al. 1995). The lack of upward spirals seems to protect entrepreneurs 
from overconfidence, which may tend to deprive their firms of resources (Hayward et al. 
2006), and from overworking due to very high work engagement; this however await veri-
fication in future research.

A possible alternative explanation may be that the lack of increases in the levels of 
the variables should be attributed to their relatively high initial level, leaving no room 
for further increase (a ceiling effect). This can be ruled out, however, given the ini-
tial mean level of each variable (Table 1). On a scale from 1 to 5, mean scores range 
between 2.64 for evaluation of success and 3.83 for positive orientation. Though rela-
tively high, they are not extremely high, leaving a potential of increase, especially in 
case of entrepreneurial success evaluation (mean scores around the middle point of the 
scale). Therefore, a ceiling effect is not likely to be responsible for the lack of upward 
spirals in our study.
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4.1  Limitations and Avenues for Future Research

We applied a longitudinal field study design. However, even with this highly recommended 
design (Shepherd, 2015; Stephan, 2018), we cannot state the causal relationships between 
the variables with certainty. Experimental studies are welcome to test such relationships in 
controlled settings.

Furthermore, a different time frame of future studies may make it possible to test 
whether gain spirals occur in shorter, or perhaps longer, time intervals. As longitudinal 
studies on entrepreneurship are very demanding and therefore relatively rare (Shepherd, 
2015), it is not easy to answer what time frame would be the best for investigating the 
dynamics of entrepreneurial success. The COR theory does not specify a time frame in 
which the maintenance of the baseline level of resources or changes in resource levels may 
occur, either. The investigation of resource gain cycles and spirals with different time inter-
vals may allow researchers to detect time-specific relationships. Moreover, intensive lon-
gitudinal research distinguishing the stable and changeable components of each construct 
may make the picture of relationships between positive beliefs, engagement, and perfor-
mance even more complex (Laguna, 2018).

Our measure of entrepreneurial success refers to a comparison with other businesses 
from the same sector and region. Such evaluation of success is broadly used in research on 
entrepreneurship (e.g., Baron 2007; Gielnik and Frese 2013; Wach et al. 2016), being suc-
cessfully validated as business performance measure (Wiklund, 1999), and even preferred 
over objective ratings of business performance (Dijkhuizen et al. 2017). Being more unbi-
ased than a direct evaluation of success (not based on a comparison with other firms), it is 
still a subjective evaluation which may be affected by specific response tendencies (Podsa-
koff et al. 2012). Therefore, in future studies, objective evidence of entrepreneurial success 
should be considered.

Our results are limited to small and medium-sized enterprises. They constitute more 
than 90% of European businesses and provide the majority of private employment (Mul-
ler et al. 2015). Further studies of micro-entrepreneurs as well as managers and owners of 
larger enterprises are welcome.

Another limitation is that our results come from one country and await replication. 
We would welcome replications for two reasons. First, entrepreneurial activity is always 
embedded in a specific cultural, social, and economic context, which may affect its out-
comes (e.g., Moriano et al. 2012). Second, the level of positive beliefs differs across coun-
tries, and in Poland the level of negative self-evaluation has been observed to be higher 
than in other countries (e.g., U.S. or Italy; Alessandri et al. 2015b). This may suggest that 
the role of positive orientation may be different in other cultural contexts, and this idea 
awaits future research.

4.2  Implications for Practice

The results suggest that the accumulation of personal resources, such as positive orien-
tation, may provide energy to engage in entrepreneurial activity and, in consequence, to 
succeed in business. This can be done through trainings aimed at increasing positive ori-
entation and its components, namely self-assurance, optimism, and life satisfaction. Such 
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trainings, however, should be addressed only to those who suffer from a low level of posi-
tive orientation and not to entrepreneurs who suffer from overconfidence (Hayward et al. 
2006). To be able to distinguish between these two groups, a careful assessment of positive 
orientation and its components is necessary during the recruitment for trainings. The short 
measure of positive orientation used in this study may serve such screening purposes well 
(Caprara et al. 2012).

As opposite relationships—from success to work engagement and positive orienta-
tion—have also been confirmed, this suggests that (self-)appreciation of success, reward-
ing what has already been achieved may help to change these successes into motivational 
cues for future actions leading to personal resources gains (Gorgievski and Hobfoll 2008; 
Hobfoll 1989). As entrepreneurs tend to be future-oriented (Przepiorka 2016), such 
appreciation of successes achieved and celebration of what has already been done may 
not be easy for them. Therefore, this needs to be planned in advance. As it happens in 
big corporations, also in smaller enterprises some special events may assure an entrepre-
neur and their team that their resources and energy dedicated to work have brought good 
effects. It seems that this may strengthen the links between feeling successful, engage-
ment, and personal resources, which may foster future successes and protect the business 
from failure.
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