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Abstract
Thriving entrepreneurship is a necessary condition of long-term sustainability in all mod-
ern economies. However, many entrepreneurs-to-be fail to take real actions in their transi-
tion from dreamers to doers. In this paper, we demonstrate that there are significant gaps 
in the current understanding of the important pre-entrepreneurship stages of starting new 
companies. In particular, these gaps include a proper understanding of moderators such 
as procrastination, commitment, and acquiring entrepreneurial knowledge from informal 
and unstructured sources. A promising way to fill these gaps is researching a promising 
yet little-known group – wantrepreneurs. Our qualitative study of a group of wantrepre-
neurs who seriously consider becoming entrepreneurs but fail to take any concrete steps 
allowed us to propose a number of hypotheses in this area and propose an extension of 
the Entrepreneurial Event Model.

Keywords Long-term sustainability · Entrepreneurship · Theory of planned behaviour · 
Nascent entrepreneurs · Action plans · Entrepreneurial intentions

1 Introduction

The notion of wantrepreneurship has been widely recognised in the popular and so-called 
motivational literature, although sometimes with an ironic tint. The wantrepreneur is 
depicted as someone who is forever planning to start a company but fails to act on those 
plans (Lofrumento, 2015). To the best of our knowledge, wantrepreneurship has received 
surprisingly little rigorous scientific analysis (with the notable exceptions of Shaqiri & 
Sula, 2015 and Stoianov, 2016). In their qualitative study, Gur & Mathias (2021) observed 
that wantrepreneurs (also referred to by their interviewees as “idea folks”, “people with 
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plans”, or “entrepreneur wannabes”) are typically contrasted with actual entrepreneurs. In 
this paper, we argue that not only should we view wantrepreneurship as a distinct point on 
the continuum that spreads from non-entrepreneurs to entrepreneurs, but that taking a closer 
look at a group of wantrepreneurs allows us to gain a more nuanced understanding of the 
process of new venture creation. Since these individuals remain on the border of deciding to 
start or not start a company for an extended period, such research allows us to elucidate in 
unprecedented detail the mechanisms of the entrepreneurial start-up process.

The mainstream of small business studies treats entrepreneurship as a phenomenon that 
spreads gradually from non-entrepreneurs, through nascent, novice, and experienced entre-
preneurs, habitual (serial and portfolio) entrepreneurs, to the final stage of former entre-
preneurs. Surprisingly, relatively little is known about what happens between the first and 
second stages, i.e., between being a non-entrepreneur and registering the first business. The 
existing studies try to apply the available theories in a one-size-fits-all manner (Schlaegel 
& Koenig, 2014, González-López et al., 2021), but predominantly without looking at the 
specifics of the entrepreneurial process. The entrepreneurial process is different from most 
other action processes in multiple dimensions, including the extraordinarily high level of 
complexity, the need to use external resources, its extended duration, the emotional invest-
ment, and uncertain results (Van Gelderen et al., 2015, Klyver et al., 2020).

However, this does not mean that there is a scarcity of research aimed at verifying one of 
the dominant theories, chiefly the Theory of Planned Behaviour (Ajzen, 1985, 1991, 2011), 
the Theory of Reasoned Action (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1980), or Action Phase Theory (Gollwit-
zer, 1990, 1996, 2012). On the contrary, numerous attempts have been made to apply these 
theories to explain the process of moving from inaction to action in starting new businesses 
(see Liñán & Fayolle, 2015 for a thorough critical review of the vast literature in this area). 
However, in this paper, we argue that a more nuanced understanding and an advancement in 
theory are needed to take into account the specific aspects that distinguish starting a business 
from many other types of decisions. We argue that the founding of a new venture is funda-
mentally different from most other decisional situations, as it is a unique amalgamation of 
decision-making, information acquisition, risk-taking, career choice, overcoming and man-
aging emotions, like fear and procrastination, as well as rationally evaluating alternative 
business models. As a result, the set of factors that can both facilitate and hinder this process 
is unique and fundamentally differs from factors that play a role in processes that are simpler 
and spread over a shorter time span.

In this paper, we spotlight a new, under-researched stage of the entrepreneurial path that 
starts from non-entrepreneurs, through nascent and experienced entrepreneurs, to serial and 
portfolio businesspeople. We call the stage between non-entrepreneurs and nascent entre-
preneurs wantrepreneurship and argue that researching a group of wantrepreneurs in more 
detail could largely enhance our understanding of how businesses are started and what actu-
ally hinders this process. To illustrate the potential of this group in addressing the issues that 
remain open or unresolved in the current research agenda, we present the results of a qualita-
tive study that allowed us to formulate potentially interesting, new research questions.

The structure of the paper is as follows. First, we present a review of the literature con-
cerning the formation of entrepreneurial intentions, the role of action planning in transition-
ing from intentions to actions, and the factors that moderate the link between entrepreneurial 
intentions and actions. In the next section, we outline issues that, in our view, remain open 
in the current research agenda and formulate hypotheses that researching wantrepreneur-
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ship could help to verify. In section four, we show results of qualitative research on a group 
of wantrepreneurs, which allowed us to formulate propositions that are, to the best of our 
knowledge, novel in the area of pre-entrepreneurship research. We present arguments that 
the careful examination of wantrepreneurs can substantially enhance our understanding of 
the transition from non-entrepreneurs to nascent entrepreneurs, and illustrate it with the 
results of the empirical study. The last section concludes.

2 Review of the related literature

Entrepreneurship is an intentional behaviour that largely relies on plans (Krueger et al., 
2000, Dabić et al., 2021). While entrepreneurial action, such as starting a new business, is 
best predicted by intentions toward entrepreneurial behaviour (Bird, 1992, Davidsson et al., 
2021), intentions and plans do not always result in behaviour (Krueger & Carsrud, 1993). In 
a meta-analysis, Gollwitzer & Sheeran (2006) found that intention strength explained only 
28% of the variance in behaviour. Studies performed directly in the area of entrepreneurial 
behaviour yield a similarly pessimistic view. Empirical research suggests that entrepreneur-
ial intentions explain at best 30% of the variance in entrepreneurial behaviour (Kautonen et 
al., 2015; Shirokova et al., 2016, Davidsson, 2021). Van Gelderen et al. (2015) reported that 
more than two-thirds of a sample of 161 individuals who declared entrepreneurial intentions 
at the beginning of a two-wave study took no action within the next year. Hence, there is an 
urgent need to explain (the weakness of) the link between intentions and behaviour in the 
area of entrepreneurship. So far, this need has been approached from several angles.

2.1 The formation and significance of entrepreneurial intentions

The creation of new ventures is the result of entrepreneurial intentions and subsequent 
actions (McMullen & Shepherd, 2006). A number of theories have been proposed to explain 
the process that starts with antecedents of entrepreneurial intentions, the development of 
those intentions, and an individual moving forward to actions that (possibly) result in creat-
ing a new firm. The most prominent are the Theory of Planned Behaviour (Ajzen, 1991, 
2011), the Theory of Reasoned Action (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980), the Entrepreneurial Event 
Model (Shapero & Sokol, 1982), and Action Phase Theory (Gollwitzer, 1996, 2012). Of 
the intention-action theories that were put forward to explain and predict behaviour, prob-
ably the most prominent is the Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA). According to the TRA, 
attitude toward the behaviour is the main factor that determines goal intentions. Attitude is 
understood as “the degree to which the individual has a favourable or unfavourable evalua-
tion of the behaviour in question, and subjective norms, which refers to the perceived social 
pressure to perform the behaviour” (Kolvereid & Isaksen 2006). Another important theory 
is the Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB), which can be viewed as an extension of the 
Theory of Reasoned Action, in which the perceived behavioural control forms an additional 
antecedent of intentions.

Among the antecedents of entrepreneurial intentions, personal attitudes are an individ-
ual’s positive or negative evaluation of a behaviour (Ajzen 1991). If the attitude toward 
starting a company is positive, the individual is likely to have stronger intentions to act 
(Joensuu-Salo et al., 2015). Subjective norms, in turn, can be thought of as the perceived 
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social pressure to become or not become an entrepreneur (Fishbein & Ajzen, 2010). They 
can be viewed as beliefs about whether important persons from the individual’s close circle 
support the creation of a new venture (Ajzen, 1991). Pruet et al. (2009) operationalised the 
important peers as family, friends and publicly known role models who have started their 
own businesses. The third factor – perceived behavioural control – is the perceived ease or 
difficulty of becoming an entrepreneur. The latter is strongly related to the concept of entre-
preneurial self-efficacy in the Entrepreneurial Event Model (Shapero, 1984) – an alternative 
to the Theory of Planned Behaviour, designed to explain how entrepreneurial intentions 
translate into actions (Bandura, 1986, Gieure et al., 2019).

Numerous studies have been carried out to test the empirical implications of both theo-
ries. Kolvereid (1996), using a sample of 128 Norwegian undergraduate business students, 
found that attitudes, subjective norms, and perceived behavioural control have a significant 
impact, both in statistical and practical terms, on entrepreneurial intentions. Tkashev and 
Kolvereid (1999) confirmed these findings on a sample of 512 Russian students. Armitage 
and Conner (2001), in turn, presented a meta-analysis of 161 studies, finding, on average, 
high and statistically significant relationships between entrepreneurial intentions and atti-
tude toward entrepreneurship and perceived behavioural control, with a slightly weaker 
significance of subjective norms.

2.2 The distinct role of entrepreneurial action planning

While the role of pure intentions should not be undervalued, it is action that is crucial 
for new venture creation. Starting a new venture involves actions aimed at gathering the 
resources and developing business structures (Gartner, 1985). Empirical research has shown 
that individuals who successfully made the transition from wantrepreneur to entrepreneur 
show more action (Carter et al., 1996) and engage in more entrepreneurial activities in 
comparison to those who remained merely in the wantrepreneurship domain (Kessler and 
Frank, 2009).

Fig. 1 Theory of Planned Behaviour, related theories, and entrepreneurial intent
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The literature on entrepreneurship offers several theoretical frameworks to elaborate on 
the role of entrepreneurial action in starting a new venture. Probably the most prominent 
is Action Regulation Theory, developed by Hacker (1986) and applied to entrepreneurship 
by Frese (2009), which puts in the spotlight implementation intentions (Gollwitzer, 1999) 
or action plans (Frese, 2009). It is closely related to the Theory of Planned Behaviour, but 
while, in the context of small business, the TBP is focused on the antecedents of entrepre-
neurial intentions, Action Regulation Theory takes intentions as the starting point. It eluci-
dates its aftereffects while taking a more granular view of the transition from intentions to 
actions.

The starting point is the goal intentions that specify what an entrepreneur wants to 
achieve (Bird 1988, Locke & Latham 2002). However, goal intentions are not enough 
(Frese and Zapf, 1994; Gollwitzer, 1999). Action Regulation Theory emphasises the role 
of action plans that transform pure goal intentions into concrete actions. In order to start 
an action, the wantrepreneur needs to outline the sequence of steps necessary to reach the 
desired state (Mumford et al., 2001). Sniehotta et al. (2005) defined action planning as “the 
process of linking goal-directed behaviours to certain environmental cues by specifying 
when, where, and how to act.” According to Gollwitzer (1996), in the process of planning, 
“individuals reflect and decide on the when, where, how, and how long to act”. This results 
in conditional plans of action (“if the market analysis yields positive results, I will order a 
prototype”), which specifies conditions (when and where to act) and behavioural responses 
(how to act) in advance (Gollwitzer, 1999). However, Gelderen et al. (2015) advocate for a 
broader understanding of action plans, and also include in this definition the unconditional 
form (“I will order a qualitative market study”).

The importance of action plans takes the central role in another prominent theory that is 
widely used to understand the course of entrepreneurial behaviour – Action Phase Theory 
(APT), proposed by Gollwitzer (1996, 2012). In any action, including starting a new ven-
ture, APT identified four action phases. In the pre-decisional phase, an individual defines 
the goals she wants to pursue. In the next phase, implementation intentions are specified: 
the nascent entrepreneur chooses the optimum path to the desired goal and methods that best 
support this path. Implementation intentions can be thus viewed as very closely related to 
action plans and many researchers use these terms interchangeably (Adriaanse et al. 2011). 
Then an individual enters the third phase, in which the entrepreneurial action takes place. 
In the fourth phase, individuals review the results and start to plan future actions (Achtziger 
and Gollwitzer 2008). This process is iterative, as the main objective (e.g., starting and 
running a company) is typically divided into many smaller pieces, each of which includes 
forming an objective, preparing action plans, taking action and evaluating.

The effect of action plans as a moderating factor between entrepreneurial intentions and 
actions found some empirical support. Van Gelderen et al. (2018), using data from the sur-

Fig. 2 Action Phase The-
ory and its application in 
entrepreneurship
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vey of 422 Swedish wantrepreneurs, confirmed that there is a sizeable moderating effect of 
action plans on entrepreneurial behaviour. Outside the entrepreneurship domain, Gollwitzer 
and Sheeran (2006) presented a meta-analysis of 94 independent tests from 63 reports and 
showed that implementation intentions exerted a strong effect on achieving goals. In their 
study, however, action plans were treated as direct antecedents of actions rather than being 
used as a moderator. Also, it is not clear to what extent their result can be applied to the 
entrepreneurship area, which typically involves complex and long-term actions.

2.3 Moderating factors

Theories of planning, albeit insightful in general, tend to focus on the mechanism of initiat-
ing the action itself. A broad strand of research supplemented them with a set of action-reg-
ulatory factors that stimulate or inhibit entrepreneurial action (Karoly, 1993). These factors 
can exert a direct influence on action, as well as serve as a moderator in a trajectory that 
leads from TPB-based antecedents of entrepreneurial intentions, through goal intentions and 
action plans to the actions themselves.

Gielnik et al. (2014) were among the first who theorised on the role of positive fantasies 
in shaping an intention-behaviour relationship in starting a new venture. Positive fantasies 
are a cognitive construct concerning the positive future outcomes of the individual’s actions. 
They can be thought of as daydreams, such as thinking about the power or income related 
to being a businessperson. Positive fantasies differ from other types of thinking about the 
future, such as projections based on past performance (Oettingen & Mayer, 2002), as they 
are generally not based on rational grounds, but rather on pure preferences. Gielnik et al. 
(2014) argued that positive fantasies exert a negative impact on action. In a study of 96 
individuals in Uganda Oettingen & Mayer (2002) confirmed that positive fantasies indeed 
have a negative impact on venture creation.

Abraham & Sheeran (2003) and Neneh (2019) theorised that there are also other factors 
that could interact with action plans and thus impact the rate of new venture creation among 
wantrepreneurs. Neneh’s study focused on two factors that the theory suggests as having 
a significant impact on human action: anticipated regret and proactive personality. Antici-
pated regret is the negative emotional reaction that results from comparing the expected 
state after the decision to refrain from action to the state after actually having taken the 
action (Loewenstein & Lerner, 2003, Zeelenberg & Pieters, 2007). Proactive personality, in 
turn, is a trait that increases the likelihood that an individual actually takes action instead of 
accepting the status quo and believes in her ability to change it (Bateman & Crant, 1993). 
Given the difficulties associated with entrepreneurial action and the motivation required to 
overcome them, these two forward-looking factors can potentially play an important role in 
moderating the effect of entrepreneurial intentions on actions. In a study of 277 respondents 
in two waves of survey data, Neneh (2019) showed weak evidence—in terms of statistical 
significance—that both factors positively influence the relationship between entrepreneurial 
intentions and new venture creation.

In comparison to earlier studies, Bogatyreva et al. (2019) took a novel empirical approach 
and used a wide international dataset to examine the role of nationwide cultural traits that 
influence entrepreneurial action. Among the analysed factors, they analysed cultural param-
eters like individualism, masculinity, indulgence, long-term orientation, power distance, 
and uncertainty avoidance. Using data from two waves of the multi-country Global Univer-
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sity Entrepreneurial Spirit Students’ survey, they showed that most of the measured cultural 
characteristics had a significant, negative impact on the transition from wantrepreneur to 
starting new ventures. Bogatyreva et al. (2019) also added an important dimension to the 
ongoing discussion by showing that cultural context plays an important role in entrepre-
neurs’ professional trajectories.

3 Open issues concerning the intention-action link in 
entrepreneurship

The question of why some people but not others decide to start a company have long been 
addressed by small business and entrepreneurship scholars (Shane & Venkataraman, 2000). 
A broad strand of research has been devoted to analysing the antecedents of entrepreneurial 
intentions (Schlaegel & Koenig 2014) and measuring the link between intentions and real 
actions (Gielnik et al. 2014, 2015; Kautonen et al. 2015; Obschonka et al. 2015; Rauch and 
Hulsink 2015; Van Gelderen et al. 2015). The latter resulted in the observation of a pattern 
that seems consistent across countries and time: a large part of those who intend to fund a 
venture later do not follow up on this intention. This intention–behaviour gap can be con-
sidered a form of social waste, as a considerable amount of human time and energy does not 
transform into tangible results. On the other hand, the decision not to start a company may 
be seen as a necessary process of adjustment, saving the economy from even higher costs of 
ill-designed investment projects.

Several studies have addressed the intention–action gap in the entrepreneurial context, 
taking the Theory of Planned Behaviour, the Entrepreneurial Event Model, and Action 
Phase Theory as theoretical frameworks. However, despite the recent advancements in the 
field, several issues remain unresolved. Below we discuss several factors that have not been, 
to the best of our knowledge, considered moderators in the process of transitioning from the 
stage of wantrepreneurship to doing actual business, although they have a proven role in 
different aspects of entrepreneurship.

In particular, this refers to the mechanisms of procrastination and commitment that may, 
respectively, impede and reinforce the creation of a new business venture. Further, we dis-
cuss the rational, non-professional evaluation of potential business models and its interplay 
with emotional aspects of entrepreneurial decision-making. Lastly, we turn our focus to the 
role of informal learning in making the decision to start a new venture. This allowed us to 
specify three hypotheses (H1–H3) concerning the role of these factors as moderators in the 
process of moving from entrepreneurial intentions to actions. Similar hypotheses have been 
tested to some extent for the samples of nascent entrepreneurs. However, we believe that 
testing them for samples that include wantrepreneurs may shed new light on this intricate 
process and may be conducive to designing policy tools that foster the creation of new 
ventures.

3.1 Procrastination and fear of failure as impediments to starting a business

Procrastination is a phenomenon that has been well researched in the psychological litera-
ture but one that has drawn surprisingly little attention from researchers from the area of 
entrepreneurship. While the uniformly accepted definition of procrastination still does not 
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exist, it is widely understood as an inability to act upon one’s intentions in a timely manner 
(Klingsieck et al., 2013). Procrastination differs from intentional (strategic) delay in that 
it is irrational and often accompanied by subjective discomfort, such as guilt. Verbruggen 
& De Vos (2020) recently proposed the Theory of Career Inaction as a way to include the 
prominent role of procrastination in important career-related decisions (Siaputra, 2010). 
However, this attempt is related to a professional career, in general, while less so in relation 
to the role of procrastination in entrepreneurship. It is an important gap in understanding the 
process of becoming an entrepreneur since the process of making a decision and planning 
concrete actions in starting a company is long, complex, and full of feedback loops. Thus, 
the standard studies of procrastination in simple everyday events that prevail in the litera-
ture do not provide sufficient insight. We see a need to fill this gap and provide an in-depth 
analysis concerning the interplay between entrepreneurial intentions, personal traits, and 
procrastination that happen in the process of action planning. In particular, there is a need to 
incorporate procrastination in the Action Phase Theory and to elaborate on the methodology 
to discriminate the effects of procrastination from the results of action delay and the rational 
evaluation of unfeasible business models.

Besides procrastination, fear of failure is another factor that comes into play in starting 
new ventures. It is widely known that most new ventures end in failure (Knott & Posen, 
2005), and this process has been widely researched in the literature (e.g., Holmberg, & 
Morgan, 2003; Arenius and Minniti, 2005; Shepherd, 2003). Fear of failure is viewed as 
a factor that negatively impacts entrepreneurial action (Hatala 2005; Bosma et al., 2007). 
Empirical studies generally confirm that high levels of fear of failure are negatively corre-
lated with subsequent entrepreneurial activity (Arenius and Minniti, 2005; Langowitz and 
Minniti, 2007). However, its specific role in shaping the link between actions and intentions 
are unknown, which led us to the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1 Procrastination negatively moderates the link between entrepreneurial inten-
tions and behaviour.

3.2 The role of commitment

The role of commitment in taking action is also relatively well-researched in psychology, 
but important conclusions from existing studies are not easily applicable to the laborious 
process of creating a new venture. Commitment, in line with Becker’s (1960) “side-bets” 
concept, is understood in the organisational context as a number of accrued investments 
that would be lost if an individual were to leave the organisation. This definition is easily 
applicable in the area of entrepreneurship: the longer the wantrepreneur gets involved in 
real actions related to starting a business, the more she becomes committed and the more 
difficult it is to take a step back.

A possible avenue for further research is to elucidate the role of commitment in becom-
ing an entrepreneur by providing a theoretical framework and incorporating commitment 
into existing theories of the planning-action link. Commitment can also be included in the 
empirical research as one of the moderators that influence the strength of the connection 
between entrepreneurial intentions and entrepreneurial behaviour. In this aspect, we propose 
the following working hypothesis:
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Hypothesis 2 Commitment positively moderates the link between entrepreneurial intentions 
and behaviour.

3.3 Evaluation of the business models and ideas

The literature concerning the process in which entrepreneurs evaluate business opportuni-
ties and models is vast, taking into account the emotional aspects of decision making. Keh 
et al. (2002) stress the role of cognitive errors, such as overconfidence, a belief in the law of 
small numbers, planning fallacy, and the illusion of control, as well as personal traits such 
as risk propensity. However, most research focuses on actual entrepreneurs, with registered 
and operating businesses, which, at least in part, may be related to the feasibility of design-
ing research and gathering the necessary sample.

We argue, however, that the results of the available body of research may not be eas-
ily extended to wantrepreneurial behaviour. While actual entrepreneurs already have some 
minimal experience in evaluating at least one business idea and bringing it to life, a wantre-
preneur does not have such a background. In fact, the wantrepreneur not only faces the 
daunting task of choosing which business idea to pursue, but also a strong alternative of 
not becoming an entrepreneur at all. This makes the decision problem overwhelming and 
possibly qualitatively different from the decision of an entrepreneur. This creates a need to 
gain an empirical insight into the nature of business idea evaluation in the wantrepreneurial 
process and, in particular, differentiating it from the business model evaluation performed 
by seasoned entrepreneurs. We pursue this problem in depth in the following section, based 
on the exploratory, qualitative study with wantrepreneurs.

3.4 The role of informal learning

The literature concerning the role of entrepreneurial training, both formal and informal, and 
its impact on entrepreneurial intentions and behaviour, is abundant, both in terms of theo-
retical frameworks (e.g., Cope, 2005, Ferrari, 2020) and their empirical validation (Keith et 
al., 2016, Sharafizad, 2018, Park et al., 2019, see Anwar & Daniel, 2016 for a critical review 
of the literature). However, relatively little is known about the self-directed process of gain-
ing entrepreneurial knowledge in the process of the (intended) transition from wantrepre-
neur to entrepreneur. While anecdotal evidence points at the notable role of social media, 
blogs, and amateur internet videos in gaining entrepreneurial knowledge, with the notable 
exception of Barczyk & Duncan (2012), little is known about the impact of these popular 
sources of knowledge on shaping entrepreneurial intentions and attitudes. We see a need to 
bridge this gap by qualitatively examining the process of using the available information 
sources in informal learning and the impact of this process on shaping the entrepreneurial 
goal intentions and concrete action plans, which could result in verification of the following 
working hypotheses:

Hypothesis 3 Exposure to informal entrepreneurship learning positively moderates the link 
between entrepreneurial intentions and behaviour.
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4 Wantrepreneurs as a promising object of research – an empirical 
study

The available literature on the process of becoming an entrepreneur focuses on novice entre-
preneurs and, by design of the dominant strand of empirical studies, puts them in the centre 
of analysis. This bias is largely the result of the availability of databases of entrepreneurs. 
Some of the most cited analyses (Kolvereid & Isaksen, 2006) go so far as to treat freshly 
registered businesses as merely a sign of entrepreneurial intentions instead of actual behav-
iour. However, surprisingly little empirical research has been done about the stage when the 
idea to run an own company is inside the head of the originator, possibly for many years.

To address these questions in a novel way, we aim to harness the potential of a latent, 
vital group – wantrepreneurs. In this study, we define a wantrepreneur as someone who 
considers starting a new venture as a career option but who does not follow through on 
this intent for an extended period. Depending on which lens we view this theory through, 
such behaviour can be seen as reasonable inaction on a non-promising business model (the 
neoclassical approach to entrepreneurship), a rational decision problem concerning career 
choice (the Theory of Career Inaction, Verbruggen & De Vos, 2020), the effect of inadequate 
planning (the Theory of Planned Behaviour, Ajzen, 1991, 2011), or a procrastination-related 
problem (Anderson, 2003). We argue that wantrepreneurs are precisely the group that is the 
border between intentions, planning, and actual entrepreneurial actions, thus rendering itself 
particularly valuable for analysing the trajectory of becoming a fully-fledged entrepreneur.

4.1 Objectives and methods

In order to illustrate the concept that research focused on wantrepreneurs may deliver new 
insight into the process of starting new ventures, we performed a qualitative empirical 
study. We adopted a case study approach, which allowed us to investigate the validity of the 
integrated model. In line with Pauwels and Matthyssens (2004), we analysed the context 
and processes involved in wantrepreneurship. We applied pattern matching as a way of 
combining patterns predicted from our conceptual model with empirical phenomena. Pat-
tern matching, which has proved very useful in case study research (Yin, 1984), involves 
comparing non-random objects (Trochim, 1989) and a predicted theoretical pattern with 
an empirical pattern (Sinkovics, 2018). We deductively analysed our empirical cases and 
matched them to the model, which provided the foundations for the interpretation (Pauwels 
and Matthyssens, 2004).

The objective of the research was twofold. First, it was to give ground to the conceptual 
model of wantrepreneurship and enable the hypotheses to be outlined using the grounded 
theory approach. Second, it was to test the cohesiveness of wantrepreneurs as a research 
group and to verify their ability to provide valuable research input in the context of entre-
preneurship-related behaviour theories.

4.2 Setup and sample

Our research was carried out in the first quarter of 2020. It took the form of 12 semi-struc-
tured interviews with wantrepreneurs and entrepreneurs. In order to contact wantrepreneurs, 
we performed a search on a Polish social media group with a focus on entrepreneurship and 
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Currently Entr. 
experience

Source of 
entrepre-
neurial 
inspiration

Du-
ra-
tion*

Target 
busi-
ness

De-
clared 
stage

Com-
pleted 
actions

De-
clared 
ob-
stacles

Ac-
tion 
plans

Infor-
mation 
sought

Tar-
get 
level

Truck 
driver

None Not 
specified

Not 
spec-
ified

Not 
speci-
fied

Plan-
ning

None No 
money 
to start

“In-
vest-
ing in 
one-
self”

“infor-
mation 
how to 
start”

Not 
spec-
ified

Uni-
versity 
researcher

None Passion for 
handcraft

12 Hand-
craft

Slow-
ly 
start-
ing

First 
prod-
ucts, 
no 
sales

“It all 
takes 
time”

Not 
speci-
fied

Not 
speci-
fied

Side 
job

Barber Barber shop 
(currently)

Observed 
market 
need

24 Hair-
dress-
ing-
related 
physi-
cal 
prod-
uct

Start-
ing

First 
prod-
ucts, 
no 
sales

Lack 
sales 
and 
mar-
keting 
skills

Show-
ing 
prod-
uct at 
trade 
fairs

“short, 
con-
crete 
infor-
mation 
about 
specific 
skills, 
like 
procur-
ing IT 
ser-
vices”

Main 
job

Program-
mer

None Observing 
successful 
startups

6 IT 
startup

Plan-
ning

“I 
read 
a lot 
about 
start-
ing a 
busi-
ness”

“I do 
not 
know 
if 
some-
body 
wants 
my 
prod-
uct”, 
“I am 
afraid 
some-
one 
will 
steal 
my 
idea”

Read-
ing 
about 
entre-
pre-
neur-
ship 
on the 
inter-
net

“real-
life ex-
amples 
of suc-
cessful 
busi-
nesses”

Not 
spec-
ified

Office 
employee

None Spouse is 
running a 
business

6 Real 
estate 
agen-
cy fo-
cused 
on 
com-
mer-
cial 
space

Slow-
ly 
start-
ing

None Lack 
sales 
and 
mar-
keting 
skills

Not 
speci-
fied

Not 
speci-
fied

Not 
spec-
ified

Table 1 Summary of the structured interviews with wantrepreneurs
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Currently Entr. 
experience

Source of 
entrepre-
neurial 
inspiration

Du-
ra-
tion*

Target 
busi-
ness

De-
clared 
stage

Com-
pleted 
actions

De-
clared 
ob-
stacles

Ac-
tion 
plans

Infor-
mation 
sought

Tar-
get 
level

Personal 
trainer

Team of per-
sonal trainers

“Always 
wanted 
to be an 
entrepre-
neur”

Not 
spec-
ified

Online 
retail

Plan-
ning

None None Pro-
cure-
ment 
of 
pro-
duc-
tion 
of the 
first 
prod-
uct in 
China

“how to 
orga-
nize 
auto-
matic 
process-
es that 
allow 
me to 
have 
more 
time”

Main 
job

Marketing 
specialist

Charity 
foundation

Blogs 
about 
entrepre-
neurship

36 “Some 
online 
prod-
uct”

Plan-
ning

Reads 
mo-
tiva-
tional 
litera-
ture

None Not 
speci-
fied

“tech-
nical 
solu-
tions in 
market-
ing”

Main 
job

Marketing 
specialist

None “I work 
hard, but 
someone 
else reaps 
all the 
fruits, 
leaving me 
with bare 
salary”

36 Online 
retail

Slow-
ly 
start-
ing

Sav-
ing 
money 
to 
start

Lack 
of 
knowl-
edge 
about 
sourc-
ing in 
China

Pur-
chas-
ing an 
online 
course

“knowl-
edge 
how to 
source 
in 
China, 
sell on 
Ama-
zon and 
deal 
with 
formali-
ties”

Main 
job

Program-
mer

None Not 
specified

12 Online 
ser-
vices

Start-
ing

Pur-
chased 
a 
small 
web-
page 
with 
local 
classi-
fieds

Insuf-
ficient 
knowl-
edge 
about 
legal 
aspects 
of run-
ning a 
busi-
ness

Not 
speci-
fied

Taxes, 
formali-
ties, 
coop-
eration 
with ac-
count-
ing 
office

Not 
spec-
ified

Table 1 (continued) 
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contacted potential interviewees directly. Almost all individuals we contacted were wantre-
preneurs in the sense that they were either paid employees with no previous business experi-
ence and planned to start a business, or they had some business experience and planned to 
start a business in an area very distant from their current business activity.

While the latter may at first seem not to belong to the group of wantrepreneurs, their sto-
ries and experiences turned out to be strikingly similar to those of individuals who had no 
business experience whatsoever. In fact, on being contacted for the first time, the individuals 
in this group entirely dismissed the notion that they have entrepreneurial experience. It was 
only in the course of the interview that they described their previous business experience. At 
the same time, the problems they had been struggling with and their stories were strikingly 

Currently Entr. 
experience

Source of 
entrepre-
neurial 
inspiration

Du-
ra-
tion*

Target 
busi-
ness

De-
clared 
stage

Com-
pleted 
actions

De-
clared 
ob-
stacles

Ac-
tion 
plans

Infor-
mation 
sought

Tar-
get 
level

Head of 
design 
depart-
ment

None Observed 
market 
need

6 Own 
physi-
cal 
prod-
uct

Start-
ing

Proto-
types 
sent 
out to 
po-
tential 
cus-
tom-
ers

None Gath-
ering 
feed-
back 
from 
po-
tential 
buyers

“I need 
to know 
how 
to run 
finance 
of a 
small 
startup”

Main 
job

Sales 
manager

Selling on 
Amazon

An online 
course of 
selling on 
Amazon

12 Not 
speci-
fied

Start-
ing

None Insuf-
ficient 
knowl-
edge 
about 
run-
ning a 
busi-
ness

Not 
speci-
fied

“I have 
contact 
with 
people, 
I know 
how to 
gener-
ate 
leads, 
but no 
idea 
how to 
build a 
com-
pany, 
what to 
sell, or 
how to 
price 
it”

Main 
job

Product 
manager

None Books 
about 
personal 
develop-
ment

6 Inte-
rior 
de-
sign-
related 
physi-
cal 
prod-
uct

Plan-
ning

None “I just 
haven’t 
started 
yet”

Not 
speci-
fied

“new 
busi-
ness 
ideas”

Not 
spec-
ified

* - Time from the first thought about the planned business, in months

Table 1 (continued) 
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similar to those of ‘pure’ wantrepreneurs. Hence, we decided that they may add important 
information to our sample and enable us to formulate hypotheses concerning the impact of 
previous distant entrepreneurial experience on the path to the new business.

Each interview lasted approximately 30–40 min and was personally conducted by the 
author via Skype and recorded with the consent of the interviewee. The interviews were 
conducted in Polish, transcribed, and coded. Table 1 presents the main characteristics of 
each interviewee.

During the first round of coding, we read the empirical material and sought the recurring 
and most distinctive information in order to assign them codes. This stage was exploratory, 
and codes were entirely driven by the content of transcripts, in line with the grounded theory 
approach (open coding; Charmaz, 2006). At this stage, a set of 65 codes was developed. 
The codes were further classified into categories that were later subjected to clustering and 
reduction (axial coding), which resulted in 4 main categories. During the selective coding, 
we integrated the categories and their properties into the main empirical findings.

4.3 Main empirical findings

The interviews gave us an interesting insight into the process of developing the concept 
of becoming an entrepreneur and the informal self-education process involved. Firstly, we 
were able to easily find wantrepreneurs and confirm their existence. They turned out to be 
valuable interviewees, with, in most cases, a strong need to share their experiences, which 
made their stories easily retrieved. Our research confirmed that, indeed, a sizeable group of 
people exists who had for years (in our sample, from 6 to 36 months) considered starting 
a business and still found themselves at the very early stage. When asked about specific 
obstacles that were holding them back from taking entrepreneurial action, they predomi-
nantly pointed to insufficient knowledge (general or in a specific field), or they gave very 
general reasons, such as “it all takes time” or “I just haven’t started yet.” When asked an 
open question how they would describe their current stage on the entrepreneurial path, they 
almost uniformly answered “starting”, “slowly starting,” or “planning”. These descriptions 
entail almost no commitment, are non-binding, and hence easy to back out of. On the other 
hand, some of the interviewed wantrepreneurs had already made minor commitments, e.g., 
invested in working prototypes of their ideas or reached out to potential customers to gain 
their feedback. This would be in line with both hypotheses H1 (concerning procrastina-
tion) and H2 (the role of commitment); however, qualitative studies are clearly required for 
verification.

An interesting observation is that the interviewees had specific visions of both the busi-
ness idea (business model) and the role of business in their future life (most viewed it as 
their future “main job”). It looks almost as if starting to think about a business is inextricably 
linked to the choice of a particular business idea and business model, as well as the role of 
business as either the main or supplementary source of income. This allowed us to formulate 
the following proposition:

Proposition 1 Planning to become an entrepreneur is accompanied by an idea for a specific 
business.
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Surprisingly, in contrast to having a solid vision of the business type they want to develop, 
the interviewees either could not describe their action plans (neither in the if … then form 
advocated by Gollwitzer (1993; 1999), nor in its unconditional version), or their action 
plans referred to learning, reading, or other forms that do not involve commitment. It is 
open to further investigation whether this characteristic is a pure artifact related to the size 
of our sample or that there is a systematic phenomenon of people who can think of being 
entrepreneurs for an extended period without any action plans. It is open to quantitative 
investigation to see if there is a possible intervention that stimulates creating these plans and 
whether such an intervention would truly result in entrepreneurial action. Hence, from the 
practical point of view, it would be valuable to use the group of wantrepreneurs to further 
pursue the following proposition:

Proposition 2 Encouraging wantrepreneurs to create precise action plans is conducive to 
subsequent entrepreneurial action.

The next group of observations concerns the learning process. Almost all of them declared 
that they were actively seeking information, while some declared that learning was their 
primary action plan. We were able to identify two groups of interviewees based on the types 
of information sought. The self-reported learning behaviour of one group focused on popu-
lar self-development and so-called motivational literature: “real-life examples of successful 
businesses,” or “how to organise automatic processes that allow me to have more time.” The 
other group sought specific advice (a constantly recurring word in the statements was “con-
crete”) in the fields of marketing, product design, and, predominantly, the formal aspects of 
small business, such as taxes, registering a company, or finding the right accounting office. 
It would be tempting to verify whether the type of information sought is a meaningful ante-
cedent of more direct action plans and entrepreneurial action itself:

Proposition 3 Seeking specific how-to type information is conducive to taking entrepreneur-
ial action compared to seeking more general knowledge about entrepreneurship.

Interestingly, only one interviewee explicitly expressed the doubt “I do not know if anybody 
wants my product” as one of the obstacles. This is in stark contrast to the fact that, accord-
ing to some studies, “no market need” is the foremost reason why modern startups fail (CB 
Insights, 2019). This closely corresponds to the considerations presented in Sect. 3, that 
the way wantrepreneurs evaluate business ideas differs significantly from the process of 
professional business idea evaluation. However, it may also indicate that for many wantre-
preneurs, thinking of real obstacles may be just too far away from their current stage of the 
entrepreneurial path.

Proposition 4 The process of business idea evaluation in the wantrepreneurial context is 
qualitatively different from the same process undertaken by experienced entrepreneurs.

The last striking observation that can be drawn from this set of interviews is that, contrary to 
the bulk of available research, entrepreneurial action is a complex and multi-stage construct, 
the boundaries of which are not easily drawn. Many available studies concerning the link 
between entrepreneurial intention and action treat the latter as precisely starting a company 
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(see, e.g., Bogatyreva et al., 2019). However, the interviews with the wantrepreneurs have 
shown that for them (and possibly for other entrepreneurs, too), entrepreneurial action starts 
well before actually registering a company. It involves acquiring entrepreneurial knowledge 
(which, according to our results, can be motivational, general, or highly technical), business 
idea generation and evaluation, and, sometimes, actually registering a company and start-
ing “traditional” entrepreneurial activities. Also, transitions between these three stages are 
seldom unidirectional; in particular, there seem to be multiple transitions between the first 
and second stages, giving it the nature of a loop.

4.4 Discussion

The results of the qualitative study seem to confirm that wantrepreneurship offers a new 
and theoretically promising insight into the process of becoming an entrepreneur. Hypoth-
eses 1 and 2 refer to forces that affect the likelihood of moving from intentions to actions: 
while procrastination is clearly a factor that hinders entrepreneurial actions, commitment 
may at least partially counterbalance this impact, as long as at least some action has been 
undertaken. Gur & Mathias (2021) shed some interesting light on this process by analysing 
the role that personal and social identities play in becoming entrepreneurs. Hypothesis 3 is 
related to the broad literature concerning the role of learning in becoming an entrepreneur. 
Although the available body of evidence generally confirms that entrepreneurship can be 
learned, this can be a challenge in an “unusual entrepreneurship” setup, i.e., in ventures 
funded by migrants or indigenous people (Burger-Helmchen, 2020).

Proposition 1 , although at first glance somewhat tautological, is in stark contrast to the 
approach advocated by the effectuation-focused literature (Sarasvathy, 2001, 2021, Dew et 
al., 2009). The latter shows that expert entrepreneurs first decide to pursue a new venture, 
and only then do they start to take stock of existing resources to figure out the best possible 
business where they could make use of these resources. Our results show that wantrepre-
neurs seem to start with a business idea and only then decide to become businesspeople.

Propositions 2 and 3 can be reconciled with the Action Plan Theory, which stresses the 
role of concrete action roadmaps as a key factor that is conducive to starting a real action. 
However, we could hardly observe the if-then-type plans that Gollwitzer (1999, 2012) origi-
nally considered a condition for complex actions. Instead, we found simpler one-step plans 
formulated by the interviewees in the “I will do XY” form. An important part of creating the 
action roadmaps was seeking specific how-to information. So far, despite the vast literature 
concerning entrepreneurial education (Gabrielsson, 2020, Gianiodis & Meek, 2020), the 
role of this spontaneous and informal learning, and its role in deciding to become an entre-
preneur, remains relatively less known.

Both hypotheses 1–3, which stem from the available literature, and propositions 1-4, which 
emerged from the qualitative study, allowed us to propose an integrated conceptual model 
that largely builds on the existing theories, in particular Ajzen’s TPB and Gollwitzer’s APT, 
but extends it with new aspects. While the available models are conducive to understand-
ing the process of new venture creation, they still give little guidance as to what exactly 
“takes place in the head” of a person who considers—possibly for many years—becom-
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ing an entrepreneur, who reads blogs, watches videos, listens to podcasts, and who infor-
mally evaluates multiple business ideas. What must happen so that he/she finally takes 
entrepreneurial action? Departing from the available models, coupled with the described 
shortcomings of the current state of knowledge, we propose a conceptual model that relies 
on the available theories, but that extends them in order to take into account a number of 
additional, potentially important interactions. Figure 3 shows the Extended Entrepreneurial 
Event Model (EEEM), which enhances the original Shapero & Sokol’s theory by the main 
findings concerning the wantrepreneurial process.

The EEEM spotlights what seems to be a vicious cycle in wantrepreneurship and what, in 
some cases, results in wantrepreneurs never actually starting a company. While a wantrepre-
neur may have clear goal intentions and some implementation intentions, these intentions 
may not be sufficiently strong to “push” him/her through all the phases of entrepreneurial 
action to the point where a company is registered. An individual may be stuck at the phase 
of acquiring knowledge or in a cycle between learning and business idea generation and 
evaluation, especially when the impact of existing goal intentions on actions is negatively 
moderated by procrastination. A wantrepreneur being stuck in the first two stages does not 
generate the commitment that could reinforce the entrepreneurial intentions, since merely 
learning and working on a business idea is not a costly activity. Hence the individual does 
not commit tangible resources in the entrepreneurial activity.

Clearly, this model, especially the part that is based on the qualitative study presented 
in this paper, requires rigorous statistical verification before it can be used to explain the 
transition from a non-entrepreneur to a nascent entrepreneur. In particular, verification is 
required before policy measures are to be designed that that would help transition an army 
of wantrepreneurs to fledgling entrepreneurs. However, we argue in this paper that such a 
group exists and constitutes an untapped potential to boost entrepreneurship and innovative-
ness in modern economies.

Fig. 3 Extended Entrepreneurial Event Model (the wantrepreneurial cycle marked in green)
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5 Conclusions & limitations

In this paper, we argued that there are considerable gaps in our knowledge about the early 
stages of the entrepreneurial process. In particular, these gaps relate to the determinants and 
moderators of the process of transitioning from entrepreneurial intentions to actions. These 
gaps relate to, among others, the role of procrastination, commitment, business idea evalu-
ation, and the process of acquiring motivation and entrepreneurial knowledge, particularly 
from informal and unstructured sources. In our view, wantrepreneurs are a group that, at 
the current stage of research, opens numerous possibilities and raises a large number of 
questions that both challenge existing theories and may drive the development of new ones.

Clearly, this study faces important limitations. The most notable problem is the selection 
of interviewees and the resulting possible selection bias. It is difficult to find people who 
consider themselves future entrepreneurs but who have not taken any action yet. At the same 
time, in the sample, there may be an underrepresentation of those future entrepreneurs who 
tend to move fast and hence remain wantrepreneurs for a very short time. A possible yet 
costly way to tackle these problems is to design studies that start with the general population 
and involve several survey waves. Conducting such studies is clearly a promising venue for 
further research.

Also, the qualitative nature of the study did not allow us to draw conclusions or verify 
hypotheses. An important limitation of any study concerning the stage of entrepreneurship 
before actually registering a company is the fuzziness of the moment when a non-entrepre-
neur becomes a wantrepreneur since this moment may be unclear even to the wantrepre-
neur him/herself and also not announced to others. Also, some entrepreneurs may move 
particularly fast and have a very short time from ideation to entrepreneurial action, hence 
drastically diminishing the chance to be contacted by a researcher during the process. Thus, 
unless this problem is addressed directly, any sample may suffer from the overrepresentation 
of long-term wantrepreneurs who stay in this state for a long time and the underrepresenta-
tion of “fast” entrepreneurs who leave this state quickly.

That being said, wantrepreneurs seem to be a group with great potential for creating new 
businesses. It is of vital importance to economic policy to answer the key question: What 
are the measures that increase the probability of transitioning from the state of wantrepre-
neurship to actually founding a business? Finding these instruments may significantly help 
increase the number of new firms, increase innovativeness, and, ultimately, create more 
economic prosperity. Henceforth, we consider wantrepreneurs to be promising field where 
theories concerning the mechanisms of creating new entrepreneurs can be both formulated 
and verified.
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