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Abstract It is the actions of entrepreneurs that
give rise to new organizations. However, a compre-
hensive understanding of what entrepreneurs do and
what actually leads to venture success is currently
lacking. To summarize existing research, we conduct
a structured literature review including 59 empiri-
cal articles linking entrepreneurs’ behavior to ven-
ture success. We define “actions” as discrete units
of “doing” that can—potentially—be observed by
others and “success” as firm-level success measured
by firm status (e.g., firm survival) or performance
(e.g., sales). More than half of the included articles
are based on data from the Panel Study of Entrepre-
neurial Dynamics (PSED), but there are also impor-
tant “stand-alone” studies. We analyze the “what,”
the “how,” the “how much,” and the “when” of entre-
preneurs’ actions that lead to venture success. In addi-
tion, we integrate the view of entrepreneurship as an
evolutionary process. The analysis reveals that studies
typically analyze “what” entrepreneurs but less often
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“when” and “how much” and rarely “why,” “how,”
and “what else” they do. Based on our findings, we
develop a six-point research agenda. Specifically, we
argue that future research should strive to understand
the motives behind entrepreneurs’ actions, consider
how entrepreneurs conduct activities, and what kind
of business ideas they are working on. Also, applying
alternative measurements and capturing a more com-
plete picture of what entrepreneurs do when starting
a business but also aside from their venturing efforts
might contribute to a better understanding of the rela-
tionship to venture success.

Plain English Summary Research linking the
actions of entrepreneurs to the success of their ven-
ture is insufficient and can benefit from innovative
research approaches. Though it is actions of entrepre-
neurs that give rise to new organizations, we still lack
a comprehensive understanding of what entrepreneurs
do that actually leads to venture success. To address
this issue, we conduct a structured literature review
of 59 articles. We find that studies typically ana-
lyze “what” entrepreneurs do, but less often “when”
and “how much” and rarely analyze “why,” “how,”
and “what else” they do. Based on our findings, we
develop a six-point research agenda which recom-
mends that future research should seek to understand
why and how entrepreneurs take certain actions, and
analyze the fit between the business opportunity pur-
sued and the actions taken. Our study is intended to
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stimulate new theoretical developments and empirical
research for a more comprehensive understanding of
the relationship between actions and success.

Keywords Entrepreneurship - Actions - Behavior -
Success - Systematic literature review

JEL Classification 125 -126-M13

“Given that entrepreneurs play an important
role in new venture creation, just what is it that
they do?”. (Baron, 2007, p. 168).

1 Introduction

Entrepreneurship is about actions based on promis-
ing business ideas and aspirations (Davidsson, 2015;
McMullen & Shepherd, 2006). From the develop-
ment of new products and services to the marshaling
of the necessary resources and hiring new employees,
it is actions that give rise to new organizations (Bird
& Schjoedt, 2009). Understanding what entrepreneurs
do and how their actions relate to successful new
venture creation is therefore a central research topic
in the field of entrepreneurship. The importance of
the entrepreneur in the development of ventures is
underscored by the following quote from Frese, van
Gelderen, and Ombach (2000, p. 1): “The pervasive
influence of founders on their firms and their domi-
nance in making decisions make it possible to assume
a high degree of equivalence between the individual
and the organizational levels of analyses.” However,
understanding the link between entrepreneurs’ actions
and venture outcomes is challenging because it is not
only entrepreneurs’ actions and strategies that deter-
mine the evolution of their ventures, but also the fit
between what entrepreneurs do and the environment
(Martinez et al., 2011).

The quest for systematically understanding busi-
ness creation activities and their relation to business
emergence started in the early 1990s. Following
Gartner’s (1988) call, researchers increasingly inves-
tigated entrepreneurs’ behaviors to better understand
what entrepreneurs do and what it is they do that
makes ventures successful (e.g., Alsos & Ljunggren,
1998; Duchesneau & Gartner, 1990; Gatewood et al.,
1995, for an overview of key developments in the
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research on the new venture creation process, see
Davidsson & Gruenhagen, 2021).

Broadly speaking, two streams of research emerged
on entrepreneurs’ actions and their link to venture
success. First, there are studies based on data from the
Panel Study of Entrepreneurial Dynamics (PSED),'a
large-scale, longitudinal research program to enhance
our understanding of how people start businesses and
similar studies that follow the PSED methodology
(e.g., Brush et al., 2008a, b; Kim et al., 2015; Lichten-
stein et al., 2007). Second, there is a more diverse set
of “stand-alone” studies that analyze the link between
entrepreneurs’ actions and success employing vari-
ous research designs (Chandler & Lyon, 2009; Duch-
esneau & Gartner, 1990; Westhead et al., 2005). Both
sets of studies have their advantages and disadvan-
tages. Research following the PSED procedure entails
random sampling of entrepreneurs and standardized
interview techniques, including a pre-defined set of
items used to capture specific actions. Studies based
on this methodology greatly increased our under-
standing of “nascent entrepreneurship”, a phenom-
enon that was mostly uncharted territory before. For
example, PSED-based studies disclosed the extreme
heterogeneity of nascent entrepreneurship with huge
differences regarding entrepreneurs’ characteristics,
their actions, or duration of the venture gestation pro-
cess (Davidsson et al., 2011). However, the focus on
representative sampling, allowing generalizability
at the level of the population, and the high quality
of data in terms of research design, come at a cost:
PSED samples of business founders are numerically
dominated by a “modest majority” (that is a majority
of nascent entrepreneurs aiming to start a small busi-
ness or becoming self-employed, often lacking inno-
vative business ideas or growth ambitions) and are
characterized by great heterogeneity in terms of char-
acteristics of the founders and their ventures (Davids-
son & Gordon, 2012). Presumably, this heterogeneity
is one of the reasons why PSED-type studies strug-
gle to identify clear behavioral patterns leading to
venture emergence or success (Arenius et al., 2017,
Reynolds, 2016).

! Information about this research program, a documentation
of the data collection, and the data sets can be found on the
program homepage: http://www.psed.isr.umich.edu/psed/home.
For an overview of PSED I and PSED II, see Reynolds (2007)
and Reynolds and Curtin (2008).
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In contrast, studies in the second group typically
select a much narrower sample of new firms, suited
to their specific research question. This allows more
detailed and contextualized insights, for example, by
closely examining how the knowledge-acquisition
activities of venture team members are related to ven-
ture performance (Chandler & Lyon, 2009). However,
the often smaller sample sizes and cross-sectional
study designs typically limit generalizability and pose
a greater risk of biased results.

While both sets of studies use different sampling
approaches, they still investigate the same phenom-
enon: What do entrepreneurs do to make their busi-
ness successful? Yet, a lack of convergence between
these two research streams makes it difficult to iden-
tify common results. To increase our understanding
of how entrepreneurs’ behavior is linked to venture
success, we conducted a structured literature review
(SLR), including articles from both research streams
mentioned above.

In our search for answers to the above questions,
we proceed as follows. First, we briefly explain our
view of entrepreneurs’ actions and the evolutionary
nature of entrepreneurship; a view that will inform
our SLR throughout. Second, we discuss the origins
of the behavioral approach to the study of entrepre-
neurship. We then summarize the current state of
research on the relationship between entrepreneurs’
actions and success by conducting an SLR follow-
ing the procedure suggested by Tranfield et al. (2003)
and Denyer and Tranfield (2009). We report what we
know about the “what,” the “how,” the “how much,”
and the “when” of entrepreneurs’ actions. Finally, we
develop a research agenda to encourage new theo-
retical developments and empirical investigations that
could lead the field to a more comprehensive under-
standing of the link between entrepreneurs’ actions
and success.

2 Theoretical foundations

Entrepreneurship involves “doing” and is fundamen-
tally about the behavior of individuals (Gartner &
Teague, 2020). Academic research on entrepreneurs’
actions is concerned with the study of human behav-
ior that involves creating and developing new venture
organizations (Bird & Schjoedt, 2009). Within the
scope of our study, we investigate individual-level

actions that are—at least theoretically—visible or
auditory and can be distinguished from invisible cog-
nitive processes. In the general theory of work psy-
chology, entrepreneurs’ actions have been defined
as goal-oriented behaviors (Frese & Zapf, 1994).
In research on entrepreneurs’ behavior, the three
terms—behavior, action, and activity—have fre-
quently been used interchangeably (Bird & Schjoedt,
2009; Carter et al., 1996). Therefore, we consider all
three terms when searching for relevant literature and
also use the three terms interchangeably in this paper.

The behavioral approach to the study of entrepre-
neurship was first promoted by Gartner (1988), who
argued persuasively that, rather than looking for spe-
cific traits that distinguish entrepreneurs from non-
entrepreneurs, research should focus on the process
by which new organizations are created and, more
specifically, on what entrepreneurs do. His article ini-
tiated a shift from a focus on the entrepreneur to an
increased interest in behavioral and process-related
aspects (Landstrom et al., 2012). However, the theo-
retical literature on entrepreneurs’ actions and the
founding process seems unbalanced. While there
are a number of theoretical approaches which aim at
explaining why individuals act on a perceived oppor-
tunity (e.g., Krueger et al., 2000; McMullen & Shep-
herd, 2006) and also numerous theories on the behav-
ior and characteristics of existing firms and their
relation to growth and success (Baum et al., 2001;
Covin & Slevin, 1991; Nason & Wiklund, 2018),
there is scant theorizing on what occurs in between,
that is, what exactly entrepreneurs do and how these
actions are related to the successful development of
new firms. Such theorizing is challenging because
it must establish a link between actions on the indi-
vidual level and success on the level of new organiza-
tions (Davidsson & Wiklund, 2001).

What does exist are frameworks that describe
what entrepreneurs do on a high-level of abstraction.
For example, Katz and Gartner (1988) identify four
properties of emerging organizations: entrepreneurial
intention, assembling resources, creating organiza-
tional boundaries (for example, by establishing a cor-
poration), and exchanges of resources across organi-
zational boundaries. Their framework suggests that
entrepreneurs must ensure that all four properties are
sufficiently present to establish a new firm. Extend-
ing this framework, Brush et al. (2008b) argue that
the resource dimension should also include intangible
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Setting the Research Objectives

creation process and venture success.

Examine the current state of entrepreneurship research analyzing the link between entrepreneurs’ actions conducted during the venture

Defining the Conceptual Boundaries

Studies were chosen if they analyze discrete units of action that can be observed by others and were carried out by the founder or the
founding team in the pre-foundation phase or by founders of ventures that are roughly in the first five years of existence.

i

Setting the Inclusion Criteria

!

l

!

Search Boundaries

Search Terms

Search Restrictions

* Electronic database: Web of
Science

* Web of Science categories
“Business”, “Management”, and
“Economics”

“entreprene*”, “new business*”,
“emerg* business*”, “new
firm*”, “emerg* firm*”, “new
organization*”, “venture*”, start-
up*, “start up*”, “startup*” or
“founder*”

AND
“behavio*”, “action*”, “activit*”,
“process*”, “sequence*”, “PSED”,
“Panel Study of Entrepreneurial
Dynamics”

 Scholarly (peer-reviewed)

« English language

« Articles published in 3, 4 or
4* rated journals listed in the
2021 iteration of the Academic
Journal Guide provided by
the Chartered Association of
Business Schools from the three
most relevant categories

}

Applying Exclusion Criteria

« Studies that do not look at nascent or startup entrepreneurs
» Sample consisting of ventures older than about five years

* Studies that do not consider entrepreneurs’ actions as either an independent or moderator variable
+ Studies that examine unobservable cognitive processes rather than entrepreneurs’ behaviors

+ Studies in which the dependent variable was not a measure of success at firm level

;

Adding Articles from the PSED List

This pool of studies was supplemented by peer-reviewed articles from the comprehensive list of PSED publications on the
project website (http:/psed.isr.umich.edu) that met our inclusion criteria and did not violate our exclusion criteria.

!

Analyzing the Final Pool of Articles

Analytical Framework

We further analyzed our final pool of articles using an analytical framework that allows us to summarize the state of the
research and compare the included articles.

Sample

Research Design

Data collection

Variables

Others

Sample size
Sample criteria
Sampling procedure
Geographic focus
Industry focus
Mean age of the
firms

* PSED vs. non PSED + Qualitative vs.
quantitative

¢ Longitudinal vs.
cross-sectional

« Data collection

Independent Variables * Theoretical

method — The “what” foundation
« Potential biases — The “how much” « Statistical methods
— The “when” * Hypotheses
— The “how” * Findings

Mediating variables
Moderating variables
Dependent variables
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Number of
Articles

4873

48

+11
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«Fig. 1 Summary of the structured review process

resources, such as knowledge and social capital, and
that (actions which lead to) organizational legitimacy
should be added to the framework, quasi as a neces-
sary fifth property. A further framework is provided
by Shane (2003) in his “General Theory of Entre-
preneurship,” in which he describes the entrepre-
neurial process in a linear way, whereby the decision
to exploit an opportunity is followed by the acquisi-
tion of resources, the formation of an entrepreneurial
strategy, and organizing activities. Yet, while all these
frameworks provide an overall idea on the nature of
the entrepreneurs’ actions, few if any theorize on
what exactly entrepreneurs do to successfully estab-
lish a new organization, that is, what is missing is an
understanding of the micro-foundations of entrepre-
neurs’ actions (Shepherd, 2015).

In addition, existing frameworks only partly cap-
ture the evolutionary nature of entrepreneurship.
Entrepreneurship can be viewed as an evolution-
ary process; i.e., environmental conditions influence
the relationship between entrepreneurs’ actions and
strategies and outcomes. Thus, it is not only what
entrepreneurs do that determines the evolution of
new ventures but “rather the fit between strategies
and environments” (Martinez et al., 2011, p. 1). Ulti-
mately, this view increases the demand for research
in this area: “This added complexity means that we
only achieve relevant and generalizable knowledge
about entrepreneurial endeavors if investigators
design research that takes account of the dynamic
context in which entrepreneurial processes occur.”
(Martinez et al., 2011, p. 1). To capture dynamic con-
text, researchers can, for example, develop research
designs that consider “time” (e.g., by accounting for
period effects, age effects, or cohort effects), “space”
(e.g., by distinguishing specific geographic units such
as countries, regions, or communities) (Martinez
et al., 2011), or the “environment” (e.g., by account-
ing for market dynamism or intensity of competition)
(Gruber, 2007; Newbert, 2005) as contextual dimen-
sions. In our literature review, we highlight existing
research that succeeds in capturing the evolutionary
nature of entrepreneurship.

3 Method

We conducted the structured literature review follow-
ing the procedure suggested by Tranfield et al. (2003)
and Denyer and Tranfield (2009), distinguishing six
steps as described in Fig. 1.

3.1 Establishing the pool of candidate papers

We selected articles analyzing the link between
entrepreneurs’ actions conducted during the venture
creation process (individual level) and venture suc-
cess (firm level). To identify relevant studies, we
first established the conceptual boundaries of the
phenomenon of interest: “entrepreneurs’ actions”
and “venture success.” Regarding “entrepreneurs’
actions,” we followed Bird and Schjoedt’s interpre-
tation and focused on articles analyzing “discrete
units of action that can be observed by others” (2009,
p- 328). We included studies irrespective of the “hier-
archical level” or “granularity” on which they cap-
tured actions. We selected studies that analyze actions
carried out by the founder or the founding team of
ventures that are not yet profitable or by founders of
ventures that are roughly in the first 5 years of exist-
ence. While there is no objective criterion as to how
long ventures can be considered as “new,” a period
of (roughly) five years has been used in a number of
previous studies (Brown & Hanlon, 2016; Hofer &
Bygrave, 1992; Ireland & Webb, 2007). We assume
that startups up to an age of five years share some
properties of an emergent organization (e.g., ventures
in both groups are frequently not yet profitable). In
addition, we only considered articles that examine
entrepreneurs’ actions as either an independent or
moderator variable.

Next, we established the boundary conditions for
the term “success” in the context of new ventures. In
recent years, entrepreneurship researchers have used
a variety of different measures to evaluate new ven-
ture success. These range from objective firm perfor-
mance and growth metrics to more subjective meas-
ures such as respondents’ feelings about whether their
start-up goals have been achieved (Frese et al., 2000).
For the scope of our analysis, the dependent variable
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had to be a measure of success at firm level.? This
included variables indicative of performance on the
market, such as venture emergence or persistence,
sales, or profitability, while excluding intermediate
successes or milestones, such as success in raising
capital or launching a product innovation.

To identify relevant studies, we attempted to
find a combination of search terms that included all
three defining elements of our SLR: (a) entrepre-
neurs or firms in the pre-start up and startup phase,
(b) concepts pertaining to actions, and (c) measures
of success. Through an initial exploratory approach,
we found that the terms used to describe the suc-
cess of a firm vary widely. To minimize the risk of
overlooking relevant articles, we decided to drop the
third set of success-related keywords and instead
conducted a manual selection process following the
database search to ensure that we included all arti-
cles that make a connection between entrepreneurs’
actions and firm success, as explained below. After
several iterations, we were able to identify the most
commonly used terms and combined them in the
following Boolean search approach: ‘“entreprene®”
OR “new business*” OR “emerg* business*” OR
“new firm*” OR “emerg*firm*” OR “new organi-
zation*” OR “venture*” OR “start-up*’ OR “start
up*” OR “startup*” OR “founder*” AND “behavio*”
OR “action*” OR “activit*” OR “process*” OR
“sequence™” OR “PSED” OR “Panel Study of Entre-
preneurial Dynamics.”

We used the terms ‘“new/emergent business,”
“new/emergent firm,” “new organization,” “venture,”
and “start-ups” because they are commonly used in
entrepreneurship literature to refer to early stage busi-
nesses (e.g., Duchesneau & Gartner, 1990; Newbert
et al., 2013; Reynolds & Miller, 1992). To capture
articles about actions, we also included “behavior”
and “activity” as they are often used as synonyms
(Bird & Schjoedt, 2009). We added “process” or
“sequence” since articles aiming to link actions and
success are often following a procedural view or
focus on the chronological order of entrepreneurs’
actions (Alsos & Kolvereid, 1998; Liao & Welsch,
2008). In addition, since studies based on the PSED

9

2 We did not include articles that measure success at the indi-
viduals’ level, for example, in the form of life satisfaction or
job satisfaction.
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data set frequently capture entrepreneur’ actions, we
also included “PSED” and “Panel Study of Entrepre-
neurial Dynamics.”

To conduct the search, we used the Web of Sci-
ence field tag “topic” which includes titles, keywords,
and abstracts. To ensure the search would result in a
high quality of articles but would still be manageable,
we restricted our search to articles published in jour-
nals rated 3, 4, or 4* listed in the 2021 iteration of
the Academic Journal Guide (AJG) provided by the
Chartered Association of Business Schools (ABS).
We focused on ABS-ranked journals from three cat-
egories: (1) “Entrepreneurship and Small Business
Management”; (2) “General Management, Ethics,
Gender and Social Responsibility”’; and (3) “Strat-
egy.” We found these categories comprised the most
relevant journals for our research question. In total,
we searched 34 journals, including leading entre-
preneurship and management journals such as Jour-
nal of Business Venturing, Entrepreneurship Theory
and Practice, Small Business Economics, Journal
of Small Business Management, Academy of Man-
agement Journal, Strategic Management Journal,
and Journal of Management. The search was refined
by using the Web of Science categories “Business,”
“Management,” and “Economics” and restricting
document type to “articles” and “review articles.”
The result of the search was a list of 4873 articles. We
excluded articles that were selected only because they
contained the terms “interaction” or “organizational
behavior.” In order to cover all existing research, we
did not limit our search by year of publication.

3.2 Establishing the final pool of articles

We then engaged in a screening process to identify
the articles that established a link between entrepre-
neurs’ actions (on the individual level) and success
(on the firm level) as defined in our boundary con-
ditions. To align and refine our understanding of the
boundary conditions and exclusion criteria, three
of the authors independently screened titles and
abstracts of more than 200 articles in three rounds.
In between rounds, we discussed discrepancies on the
inclusion/exclusion criteria of articles and, in cases
of doubt, examined the full text of the article. After
this “training phase,” each article was independently
screened by two researchers. Again, we discussed and
resolved discrepancies.
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We included articles that compare actions of dif-
ferent groups of entrepreneurs (e.g., first-time ver-
sus serial entrepreneurs) as “borderline cases,” since
these studies allowed us to compare differences in
action and success across different groups of entre-
preneurs. Furthermore, studies that analyze entrepre-
neurs’ action but did not link it to firm level success
were excluded (e.g., papers linking actions to success
in new product development). It was also important
that the actions on which the article focused were
theoretically observable. We therefore excluded arti-
cles that focus on cognitive processes such as deci-
sion-making. We also excluded studies that determine
“general behavioral orientations” without reference
to actual or observed behavior. For example, if entre-
preneurs were asked to complete an effectuation scale
designed to capture whether the entrepreneur gener-
ally used effectuation or causation principles, we
excluded the paper. Since our study focuses on new
venture creation, we also excluded articles for which
the mean of the company age was above roughly five
years. This elaborate selection process substantially
reduced the pool of studies to 48 articles fitting our
criteria.

This pool of studies was supplemented by eleven
peer-reviewed studies from the comprehensive list of
publications using PSED data published on the pro-
ject website (http://psed.isr.umich.edu) that also ana-
lyze the relationship between entrepreneurs’ actions
and venture success. These articles were not identi-
fied in the main search either because they appeared
in journals that were not part of our journal selection
or because they did not include our search terms. For
example, some authors mentioned the specific activ-
ity they focused their research on (e.g., “business
planning”) but did not mention an overarching term
such as “activity” or “action.” In addition, a lot of
PSED-based studies did not include “PSED” in either
the abstract or the keywords. Our final pool of papers
comprised 59 articles.

3.3 Data analysis

Based on the topics and types of variables found in
the articles, we developed an appropriate framework
to group and analyze the various aspects of each arti-
cle, including the research objective, research design,
data collection methods, variables, and other infor-
mation. Figure 1 gives an overview of the analytical

framework. For each article, two of the authors inde-
pendently completed the analytical framework. Dis-
crepancies were then discussed and adjusted accord-
ingly. In capturing the independent variables, our
analytical framework distinguishes between studies
that focus on the types of actions entrepreneurs con-
duct (i.e., the “what”), how they conduct them (i.e.,
the “how”), the intensity or duration with which they
conduct them (i.e., the “how much”), and finally the
timing (i.e., the “when”). We felt that this analyti-
cal framework was appropriate because most arti-
cles focus mainly on one of the above aspects. When
reporting on the results, we tried to report carefully
when the research included more than one focus. In
addition, we have highlighted research that succeeded
in accounting for the evolutionary nature of entrepre-
neurship by including aspects such as environment,
context, or timing, and report on this in the following
subsections.

The distinction between the “what,” the “how,” the
“how much,” and the “when” is similar to the “5 W’s
(and one H)”, commonly used in journalism to ade-
quately describe a situation, which can be traced back
to the seven circumstances (quis, quid, quando, ubi,
cur, quem ad modum, quibus adminiculis) described
by Aristoteles (Sloan, 2010).

4 Results

Table 1 provides an overview of all 59 articles
included in the SLR, with the first articles appear-
ing in the 1990s. The articles were published in six-
teen different journals, with four journals publishing
five or more studies: Journal of Business Venturing
(16 studies), Journal of Small Business Management
(eleven studies), Small Business Economics (nine
studies), and Entrepreneurship Theory and Prac-
tice (six studies). Of the 59 articles, 34 are based on
PSED-type data, while 25 are “stand-alone” studies.
Thirty-nine articles, all PSED studies plus five other
studies (Gatewood et al., 1995; Carter et al., 1996;
Tornikoski & Puhakka, 2009; Benett & Chatterji,
2019; Walsh & Martin, 2021), are based on sam-
ples of nascent entrepreneurs only. All other stud-
ies are based on young business owners, a mix of
nascent entrepreneurs and young business owners,
or left the status of the entrepreneurs in the sample
unclear. In terms of research design, 52 studies follow
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Table 1 Analyzing the link between entrepreneurs’ actions and success:

overview of studies

What How| How much When Success Main findings
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1990s (10 studies)
Entrepreneurs that started successful new ventures were more likely
Duchesneau and to identify a business idea that is clear and broad, use a procedural and
Gartner (1990), [ o ] comprehensive planning process, spend more time planning, generate
JBV a broad plan which recognizes all of the functional areas, undertake
market research, and seek professional advice.
Gatewood, Activities that focused on setting up business operations distinguished
Shaver, and o o o o o o o ° - entrepreneurs who were successful at getting into business from those
Gartner (1995), who were not.
JBV
Olson and The performance of small, rapidly growing firms is influenced by the
Bokor, JSBM . B |interaction of pl formality and prod ice innovation.
(1995)
Zhao and Aram ° o - High-growth firms had a greater range and a greater intensity of
(1995), JBV networking than low-growth firms.
Carter, Gartner, Nascent entrepreneurs who were able to start a business undertook
and Reynolds [ (¢] [ [ o ol o ] ] activities that made their businesses tangible to others.
(1996), JBV
Peters and Brush| ° ° m |Differences in scanning behavior of the market environment is related
(1996), JBR to growth, especially in manufacturing firms.
Alsos and There are only few gender differences in the start-up process. Women
Ljunggren [e] o} o [e] o} o ol o [ ] [ ] do not have a lower start-up probability than men.
(1998), JEC
Alsos and Compared to novice and serial founders, parallel founders are more
Kolvereid [0} o (¢] [0} o (¢] e| O ] ] likely to start a business; they carry out more activities but take more
(1998), ETP time.
Devoting more effort to two activities was beneficial for venture
Gartner, Starr, survival: (1) working with blished suppliers or sut tors, (2)
and Bhat (1999)| O o [e] o o [ L] analyzing potential new entrants. Also, devoting less effort to
JBV determining the identity of the business was beneficial for venture
survival.
Reid (1999), ° ° o o - The rapid repayment of debt and the willingness to sacrifice short-run
SBE profit for growth are crucial actions to stay in business.
2000s (24 studies)
The chosen action strategy predicts entrepreneurial success and
Frese, van A . L
failure, e.g., a reactive strategy was negatively related to firm success,
Gelderen, & o B - itical poi y tively related to fi A
Ombach (2000). a cm?ca .pomf S.tr.ategy was positively {e gte to firm success.
’ combination of critical point and opportunistic strategies seemed most
JSBM
successful.
Van Gelderen, The chosen action strategy predicts entreprenecurial success and
Frese, and o ° m | failure, e.g., reactive strategies lead to less success and failure leads to
Thurik (2000), reactive strategies, thus creating a downward spiral.
SBE
Delmar and Business planning reduces the hazard of new venture disbanding.
Shane (2003), L] o [}
SMJ
Delmar and Two behaviors, establishing a legal entity and completion of a
Shane (2004), . . . . . . L] business plan, both lower the likelihood of venture disbanding.
JBV
Honig and Writing a formal business plan has no statistically significant effects
Karlsson (2004),| ® L] on weather a firm survives and becomes profitable.
JOM
Shane and Organizing efforts in which entrepreneurs completed business plans
Delmar (2004), Ld Ld (¢] L before talking to customers and beginning marketing or promotion had
JBV a lower hazard of termination than other organizing efforts.

a quantitative research design, four studies use a
qualitative research design, and three studies follow a
mixed methods approach. Forty-two studies are longi-
tudinal studies (32 PSED, 10 non-PSED), and 17 are
cross-sectional studies.

Figure 2 provides an overview of when the arti-
cles were published. It can be seen that the peak of
publications occurred in the periods 2005-2009 and
2010-2014, with half of all articles published in these
10 years. Therefore, we believe that now is a good
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time to take stock of what has been achieved and
hopefully encourage some new research efforts in the
field.

Below, we summarize the main results of these
studies. When reporting results, we often mention
the number of articles based on PSED data. Because
PSED-based studies all use the same type of under-
lying data set—with its advantages and disadvan-
tages—we believe that this information is relevant to
the reader. Furthermore, if most studies on a given
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Liao, Welsch, Firm gestation is a complex, nonlinear process, in which
and Tan, (2005), o o o o o O e o u developmental stages are hardly identifiable.
JHTMR
Newbert (2005),| o ° ° ° ° o o ° - Market dynamism affects the complexity and characteristics of the
JSBM new firm formation process.
Nicholls-Nixon, Performance of young firms in less hostile environments is more
Cooper and Wo [¢] [ B |likely to benefit from frequent strategic experimentation compared to
(2000), JBV young firms in more hostile environments.
Van Gelderen, The effect of writing of a business plan is different for those with
Thurik, and limited and high ambitions.
. o [ ] [ ]
Bosma (2006),
SBE
Westhead, Portfolio entrepreneurs were more likely to express dimensions of
Ucbasaran, and ° m |entreprencurial behavior, though no difference in performance was
Wright (2005), found.
JSBM
Ensley, Pearce, Transactional leadership is less efficacious the more dynamic the
and Hmieleski . B |environment. Transformational leadership behavior is more
(2006), JBV efficacious the more dynamic the environment.
Liao and Gartner] ° o - Writing a business plan significantly increases the likelihood of
(2006), SBE venture persistence, irrespective of the venture context.
Menzies et al There are few differences between male and female nascent
T O o} o} o o} [¢] [¢] ol © L] entrepreneurs. The number of gestational activities completed is the
(2006), IEMJ . .
largest predictor of operating success.
Parker and Nascent entrepreneurs are much more likely to make a transition to
Belghitar . o .o [¢] o} L] L] actual entrepr hip if they have established credit with suppliers
(2006), SBE and received some money from nascent operations already.
Gruber (2007) In highly (less) dynamic environments, entrepreneurs will get most
JBV ’ . o L) o B |value from planning when they focus on select planning activities, and
speed up the planning task (pursuing a munificent approach).

Liao and Gartner] ol o . . Engagmg‘ in business planning increases the probability _of venture
(2007), JSBS emergence, whereby l_he greater the degree o_f business plan
’ formalization the more likely it is that the venture will emerge.

. . Organizational emergence is associated with a higher rate of
Lichtenstein et. L A 3 P o
L4 . L} organizing activities, a lower concentration of organizing activities,
al. (2007), JBV . .
and an average timing that was later in the overall process.
Tornikoski and Legitimacy behaviors are more important than “conforming
Newbert, (2007)] O o} [ [ o} o L] legitimacy” (educational and professional experience of the lead
JBV entrepreneur and the team) for venture emergence.
Brush, Edelman,| In the early stage, there are processes and routines that home-based
and Manolova o B |businesses engage in that lead them to achieve first sales in a timelier
(2008a), JSBM manner than those businesses that are located away from home.
Brush, All four properties of Katz and Gartner (1988) are necessary for firm
Manolova, and o o ° ° o o - survival in the short term. Organizing is not a pattern or linear process
Edelman (2008b),| but rather is simultaneous, messy, and iterative.
JBV
Chandler and Participation in vicarious/search-and-notice knowledge-acquisition
Lyon (2009), o] o B |activities is strongly and significantly related to venture performance.
ETP
Executives are more likely to originate high-performing portfolios
Ozcan and P . S - >
Eisenhardt ° I} - when they visualize their portfolios in the context of the entire industry
p as opposed to a series of single ties and when they simultaneously
(2009), AMJ L .
form ties with multiple partners.
Tornikoski and Only active behaviors make a statistically significant impact on firm
Puhakka (2009), L] L] L] [¢] L] emergence, while initial conditions do not.
IJESB

topic are based on PSED data, this may help us iden-
tify relevant research gaps that may be filled by stud-
ies that look more closely at how or why entrepre-
neurs implemented certain actions.

4.1 The “What”
Our analysis begins with the type of entrepreneurs’

actions. Following Delmar and Shane (2002) and
Liao and Welsch (2008), we allocated the different

actions into four categories: planning, legitimacy
establishment, market, and resource transformation.

4.1.1 Planning

Planning refers to the strategic coordination of “activ-
ities at the early stage of venture creation” (Liao
& Welsch, 2008, p. 105). In our SLR, 37 studies
(including 25 PSED studies) investigate the influence
of planning activities on venture success. Of these, 17
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Table 1 (continued)

‘What Ho How much When Success Main findings
@ Z @ — -
] ] 8 2 =
. 8 s § & £% |5 3 3 H]
oy 4 = L - 7 g 3 = = =) -_— s =
g = - S g =35 §|= o R E 2 s
& E§ = E 58 =2 8¢ E 27 8|S & E9== % g
£ 5 £ s 5 22 3 € € [ & Elee = 59 5= ) =
E 2 E 3 £ £3 2 22 = 22 S[£5 838 245 % s
S £ & £ E £33 & 2% £ EEt s|E€ & EJLE 2 g
& = 2 & & £ 7z &35 EEE x|EFE 3 AR &
2010s (22 studies)
. Opportunity confidence not only positively affects venture emergence
Dimov (2010), ° - - 3 5 N
JMS but also mediates the effects of entrepreneurial experience and early
planning on venture emergence.
Edelman and Entrepreneurs’ opportunity perceptions mediate between objective
Yli-Renko L] characteristics of the environment and the entrepreneurs’ efforts to
(2010), ETP start a new venture.
Newbert and There is a positive and direct influence of the content and the
Tornikoski . . o L] governance of networking on venture emergence. There is no direct
(2012), SBE influence of supporter network size or the frequency of interaction.
Renko, Kroeck, All types of valence, instrumentality, and expectancy are related to
and Bullough [} o ] W |nascent entrepreneurs’ intended effort; which is, over time, positively
(2012), SBE related to operative firm status.
Hechavarria, Having a more formalized business plan and higher self-efficacy
Renko, and ° - - contributed to maintaining in a start-up effort versus quitting among
Matthews nascent entrepreneurs.
(2012), SBE
Honig and We found that neither formal planning nor changes in the business
Samuelsson . o B |plan increased venture-level performance.
(2012), JSBM
Katre and While the higher-level organizing tasks and activities of successful
Salipante [ . o} O L] [} ] and struggling social ventures appear to be similar, fine-grained
(2012), ETP analyses show stark differences.
The number and concentration of organizing efforts are positively
Manolova, . Jith the likelihood of inuine th . e
Edelman, Brush, associated with the _| elihood o _contmumg_ l _e orga_mzmg €l (_)rt.
& Rote f(;ss 1 O o (¢] [0} o o L] o ] Also, three properties of emerging organizations (intentionality,
boundary, exchange) had a positive effect on continuing the organizing
(2012), SBE
effort.
Rotger, Gertz, Taking part in a guided preparation program contributes to the
and Storey . L] B |survival and size of new ventures, but its impact on growth remains
(2012), JBV less clear.
Newbert, The study finds that venture emergence becomes more likely the more
Tornikoski, and ° ° ° . - heterogeneous the strength of a nascent entrepreneur's network of ties
Quigley (2013), to supporters becomes over time.
JBV
Formal and informal planning can benefit new ventures, whereby
Zhang et al. s . . . - 5
° ®  |informal planning seems to be more influential for new firm in
(2013), SEJ ! s See )
emerging economics like China.
Higher levels of incremental planning did not positively affect firm
. . survival, but comprehensive planning did, however, with a marginally
Hiatt and Sine ° ° - lini Eff s al planni ) wval
(2014), SMJ declining rate. Effects of entrepreneurial planning on venture survival
i is contingent to violence and the resulting uncertainty and
environmental change.
Honig and Business planning has no relation to survival over five and ten years.
Samuelsson . o o o o - Instead of planning helping venture development the causality is
(2014), JBV reversed: well advanced firms undertake formal planning.
Insights
Hopp and A later temporal timing (but not rate or concentration) of organizing
Sonderegger Of e . L] activities enhances the probability of successfully founding.
(2015), JSBM
Kim, Longest, Leisure-based founders were slower to accomplish activities early on
and Lippmann o e B |but exhibited steady progress and were more likely to achieve
(2015), JBV revenues and profitability.
Brown and Nine behavioral dimensions were identified, all of which could be
Hanlon (2016), e} ° . . o o o ® | clearly linked to the performance of firms.
JSBM

examine the specific action of preparing a business
plan, while the remaining 20 examine business plan-
ning as a broader construct. Moreover, four studies
examine the timing of planning activities and another
three relate planning to a specific venture environ-
ment. Thus, some of this research recognized that
entrepreneurship is an evolutionary process in which
the environment and context plays an important role.
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Preparing a business plan Preparing a business
plan is one of the most frequently investigated and
widely endorsed determinants of startup planning in
academic research (Honig & Karlsson, 2004). How-
ever, in the empirical studies in our sample, what is
considered a “business plan” varies widely, ranging
from a mental idea to an elaborate physical docu-
ment (Katre & Salipante, 2012; Zhang et al., 2013).



Entrepreneurs’ actions and venture success:

a structured literature review and suggestions...

209

Table 1 (continued)

‘What Ho How much When Success Main findings
F @ _ -
§ £ g I
5 2 3 L R 2 4 .
§ E - €24 = 3= g2 =% E|E s FY=E ¢ 3
o0 1 = s R8 x 83T E E Sle_ 8 £9d=5 S g
s 5 E T 6 2 % g3 £ 52 |22 2 s4d452 & £
= 2 £ 2 £ £ 2 22 = o= =|EE § =5 = 5 S
S £ % £ E £3 & 2% £ EEt s|E€ T EJL2 2 £
& = 2 & & £ 7z &35 R R - &
Arenius, Engel, No particular gestation activities are necessary. Only a low number of
and Klyver gestation activities is necessary for reaching initial profits.
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(2017), JBV
Insights
Greene and Founders are more likely to achieve venture viability if they formally
Hopp (2017), [ . L] plan.
SEJ
Hopp and A plan completed early in new venture development increases venture
Greene (2018), . . e O L] B |viability. The relationship is contingent on plan duration and
JMS synchronization with other activities.
Bennett and Exploration of an idea was more commonly stopped because of
Chatterji (2019),| O o ] o o o [¢] . L] difficulties of obtaining financing or challenges to profitability than
SMJ because of information about competitors or own skills.

. The relationship between speed to register a business and nascent
Tian, Yang, and s’ e ci o inves i
Wei (2019) ° ° - m | Ventures® performance is best rcﬂuclc_d by_ an inverse U-shape, i.c.,
JSBM ’ nascent entrepreneurs suffer from being either too fast/early or too

slow/late in legal registration.
2020s (4 studies)
Frequent networking with close social ties increases (decreases)
Klyver and s fl N
. entrepreneurs’ chances of business launch when they have high (low)
Arenius (2020), . o [ ] . s . s - y
social skills. Networking with weak ties increases chances of business
ETP 2 .
launch regardless of social skills.
Hmieleski and We find that the relationship of intrateam abusive behavior (i.e.,
Cole (2021), ® | “hostile” verbal behaviors) with new venture performance is mediated
JOM by new venture team thriving.
Walsh and Relational leadership allows social capital development which
Martin (2021), (¢] Ld L enhances persistence among very early-stage nascent entrepreneurs.
JSBM
Yang, Hughes, Applying an effectuation approach to conduct resource combination
and Zhao . B |activities positively influences new ventures growth.
(2020), JSBM
Total number 37 17 15 19 19 14 13 8 9 7 12 16 13 9 6 23 25 23
Focus of study | 24 4 3 7 6 5 8 2 9 0 6 6| 8 5 5

O Items included but not focus of the study ® Focus of the study ® Chosen success measure

Journal abbreviations: AMJ = Academy of Management Journal; ETP = Entrepreneurship Theory & Practice; IEMJ = International Entrepreneurship and Management Journal; IJESB = International
Journal of Entrepreneurship and Small Business; JBR = Journal of Business Research; JBV = Journal of Business Venturing; JBV Insights = Journal of Business Venturing Insights; JEC = Journal of
Enterprising Culture; JATMR = The Journal of High Technology Management Research; JMS = Journal of Management Studies; JSBM = Journal of Small Business Management; JSBS = Journal of

Small Business Strategy; JOM = Journal of )

In addition, there is a heated debate about whether or
not writing a business plan is conducive to venture
success (Delmar & Shane, 2003; Honig & Karlsson,
2004). While the value of writing a business plan is
often taken for granted in entrepreneurship educa-
tion literature (Edelman et al., 2008), our literature
review provides a more nuanced picture and shows
that whether writing a business plan is beneficial to
venture emergence or venture success is contingent
to certain factors. Of the 17 (13 PSED) studies inves-
tigating the relationship between writing a business
plan and venture success, seven (6 PSED) find a posi-
tive relationship to venture success, one PSED article
finds opposing correlations depending on the ambi-
tion level of the entrepreneur, and nine find no cor-
relation (8 PSED). The study design of PSED may be
one of the factors that accounts for these inconclusive
results. Firstly, given that the PSED sample data set

; SBE = Small Business Economics; SEJ = Strategic En

preneurship Journal; SMJ = Strategic Management Journal

includes all types of entrepreneurial activities from
part-time hobby entrepreneurs to highly motivated
entrepreneurs with a growth aspiration, having a busi-
ness plan may be a proxy for entrepreneurs’ commit-
ment, rather than real value being derived from the
business plan (van Gelderen et al., 2006). Second,
since PSED studies typically use business emergence
as a measure of success, one should consider the
possibility that writing a formalized business plan is
merely an indicator of legitimacy (e.g., entrepreneurs
might write a business plan when applying for a bank
loan or competing for an award) and thus a prerequi-
site for venture emergence. In addition, four studies
(out of seven examining the concept) find that more
than just having a business plan, the degree of for-
malization of the business plan is important (Greene
& Hopp, 2017; Liao & Gartner, 2007; Olson & Bokor
1995; Zhang et. al., 2013). This suggests that it not
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Fig. 2 Number of published papers over time

only matters whether or not entrepreneurs engage in
writing a business plan but also how they go about
it. In addition to the “how” of business planning, the
“why” may also be of interest. As suggested previ-
ously, while having a general sense of direction is
important to venture success, writing an elaborate
business plan to solely satisfy the needs of potential
investors may not necessarily improve the probability
of venture success (Honig & Karlsson, 2004).

Timing There is some evidence to suggest that the
timing of business planning activities may be impor-
tant (Carter et al., 1996; Hopp & Greene, 2018; Liao
et al., 2005; Shane & Delmar, 2004). For instance,
Shane and Delmar (2004) suggest that completing a
business plan before talking to customers and begin-
ning marketing or promotion efforts decreases the
hazard of termination. Hopp and Greene (2018) find
that there is an inverse u-shaped relationship between
new venture viability and the length of time spent
on a formal business plan and Carter et al. (1996)
find that entrepreneurs still in the process of start-
ing their business dedicate more time to preparing a
plan as opposed to those who stated that their ven-
ture had already emerged, suggesting that too much
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planning potentially has an adverse effect on venture
emergence.

Environmental context In addition to the timing
of planning activities, the environmental context is
an important mediator to consider when examining
the relation between planning behavior and venture
success. For example, the findings of Gruber (2007)
and Newbert (2005) provide partial support for the
hypothesis that at high levels of market dynamism
(i.e., the frequency to which technologies change in
the market) nascent entrepreneurs successful in creat-
ing new firms are more likely to write a business plan.
Similarly, Liao and Gartner (2006) find that early
planning increases the likelihood of new ventures
persistence in situations with perceived high financial
or competitive uncertainty, while the opposite is true
in situations of perceived high financial and competi-
tive certainty.

We conclude that while much research has been
done to explore the relationship between business
planning and venture success, the results do not
provide a uniform picture. Instead, the results sug-
gest that the benefits of business planning depend on
aspects such as timing, quality, motivations, and cir-
cumstances. This confirms previous research findings
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suggesting that contextual factors significantly influ-
ence the planning-performance relationship (Brinck-
mann et al., 2010). Thus, investigating how and why
entrepreneurs write a business plan and how the envi-
ronment and timing of activities may affect the rela-
tionship are promising research approaches (Carter
et al., 1996; Gruber, 2007; Honig & Karlsson, 2004).

4.1.2 Legitimacy

Nascent entrepreneurs who are about to start a com-
pany carry with them a “liability of newness” (Stinch-
combe, 1965). Actions signaling that the new ven-
ture is legitimate (e.g., applying for and receiving an
award or a patent; business registration) can change
the perception of external actors and help overcome
this liability. Fifteen studies, twelve of which were
PSED studies, include items linked to legitimacy.
However, most of these studies treat legitimacy only
in passing. Only three articles put legitimacy behavior
into the focus of their theoretical reasoning and analy-
sis, with one of them showing a positive relationship
to venture emergence (Tornikoski & Newbert, 2007)
and the other showing that legitimacy behaviors
lower the likelihood of venture disbanding (Delmar
& Shane, 2004). The third study (Tian et al., 2019)
suggests that—at least in the Chinese context—there
is an optimal time for entrepreneurs to register their
business. Overall, however, there are few studies that
put legitimacy at the center of their analyses. There-
fore, a lack of knowledge on how legitimacy-related
actions may influence venture success remains.

4.1.3 Market

Market-related actions (e.g., marketing or promo-
tional efforts) are a precondition for convincing oth-
ers to buy the new venture’s products or services
and generate revenue (Delmar & Shane, 2004), and
for obtaining feedback from potential customers. Of
the seventeen articles (11 PSED) that included items
to capture actions related to market products or ser-
vices, only four explicitly focus on this topic, while it
is more of a marginal topic in the other articles. Two
of the studies analyze the relation between market-
related actions and venture termination (Delmar &
Shane, 2004; Shane & Delmar, 2004) and two ana-
lyze the relationship between market-related actions

and startup success (Brown & Hanlon, 2016; Katre &
Salipante, 2012). All studies but one show a positive
effect of engagement in market-related actions. This
study finds that starting with marketing increases
the hazard of venture disbanding by 86% (Delmar &
Shane, 2004). One explanation could be that customer
feedback leads to “disillusionment” with the business
idea, a possibility that could be interpreted as a posi-
tive outcome, as it could save the entrepreneur a lot of
resources. Due to the small number of articles and the
relatively broad concepts of market-related actions
used in the respective studies, it is again difficult to
draw overarching conclusions.

4.1.4 Resource transformation

As outlined by Liao and Welsch (2008), “resource
transformation is related to activities that acquire
and combine human, financial, physical (and) tech-
nological resources” (p. 106). Thirty-two articles (18
PSED) include items to capture behaviors related to
resource transformation (i.e., resource acquisition and
utilization), of which seven do not focus on resource-
related behaviors in their analyses. Most studies in
this category analyze the effects of one or more indi-
vidual actions, while four articles build a construct to
capture resource transformation behavior and analyze
the success relationship at the construct level. These
four studies find a positive relationship between dif-
ferent types of resource transformation behaviors and
venture success (Brown & Hanlon, 2016; Brush et al.,
2008b; Manolova et al., 2012; Yang et al., 2021).
Aside from these overarching constructs, there are
five different types of specific resources for which
related behaviors are frequently examined: physical
resources, financial resources, information resources,
and network resources, as well as resources used in
product development.

Physical resources Four out of seven studies on
this topic find a significant positive relationship
between behaviors related to the acquisition and
transformation of physical resources and venture
success (Carter et al., 1996; Delmar & Shane, 2004;
Tornikoski & Newbert, 2007; Tornikoski & Puh-
akka, 2009). Although four studies is a rather small
number, the existing empirical research suggests that
gathering or combining physical resources is an activ-
ity that is positively correlated with future venture
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success. However, although the empirical evidence
points to a positive correlation, no conclusions can be
drawn regarding causality.

Financial resources Six studies examine the
relationship between the acquisition of financial
resources and venture success. Three of these articles
(Carter et al., 1996; Delmar & Shane, 2004; Parker
& Belghitar, 2006) find that seeking and gaining
financial resources is significantly positively associ-
ated with venture emergence and reduces the hazard
of venture disbanding. Seen from the opposite per-
spective, understanding the difficulty of obtaining
financing or becoming profitable might lead people to
abandon entrepreneurial efforts (Bennett & Chatterji,
2019). Contrary to these results, Reid (1999) finds a
negative relationship between receiving a bank loan
and the probability of future venture survival.

Information resources Four studies establish a
positive relationship between information acquisition
activities and venture success. While Chandler and
Lyon (2009) find participation in knowledge-acqui-
sition activities to be positively related to venture
performance, Peters and Brush (1996) conclude that
high-growth ventures gather more information about
competitors’ strategies and products/services. This
suggests that it is not only important whether or not
information is being gathered but also that the type
of information gathered matters. Besides analyzing
the type of information acquired, it can be interesting
to consider how information is being gathered. Fol-
lowing this line of thought, two studies conclude that
venture success is increased when primary and sec-
ondary sources of information are used in marketing
planning (Gruber, 2007) and when ventures receive
guided preparation through counseling (Rotger et al.,
2012).

Network resources In terms of networking behav-
ior, Tornikoski and Puhakka (2009) find that enlarg-
ing networks has a negative effect on firm emergence,
while Newbert and Tornikoski (2012) conclude that
network growth is positively associated with organi-
zational emergence. This difference may be explained
by the different ways in which entrepreneurs network.
Newbert and Tornikoski’s (2012) research not only
examined network growth but also considered the
structure, content, and various aspects of networking
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governance. Two other studies also investigate the
form of networking and show that it plays a role.
Zhao and Aram (1995) show that more external
relationships and more intense contacts distinguish
high-growth from low-growth firms, and Klyver
and Arenius (2020) showed that frequent network-
ing with social ties increases the chances of business
launch only if entrepreneurs have high social skills.
Therefore, how entrepreneurs network (i.e., the gov-
ernance and content of a supporter network) may be
much more important for venture success than net-
work size. Two conclusions can be drawn from this
line of research: Four studies in our sample show a
positive relationship between networking behaviors
and success (Katre & Salipante, 2012; Newbert &
Tornikoski, 2012; Ozcan & Eisenhardt, 2009; Peters
& Brush, 1996), and the quality of networking, i.e.,
the “how” of networking, matters.

Product development The process of transform-
ing resources into a more valuable form is referred to
as “product development” (Delmar & Shane, 2004,
referring to Nelson & Winter, 1982). Not all compa-
nies need to develop a new product; some can rely on
an established product offering. But for some com-
panies, a unique product offering is the key to suc-
cess. Therefore, it seems intuitive to consider product
development as an activity relevant to the success of
many new ventures. Nevertheless, we identified only
eight studies (5 PSED) that included items on product
development.

Of these, only two studies place product develop-
ment at the center of their analysis (Delmar & Shane,
2004; Katre & Salipante, 2012). Katre and Sali-
pante (2012) conclude that successful social entre-
preneurs differ from less successful social entrepre-
neurs in that the former remain actively involved in
the development and delivery of products/services to
ensure customer satisfaction. Emphasizing a differ-
ent aspect, Delmar and Shane (2004) postulate, but
without being able to prove, that a firm’s survival is
improved by the speed with which it completes new
product development. They further investigate prod-
uct development as a dependent variable and find a
clear indication that completing a business plan and
becoming a legal entity increase the likelihood that a
venture will complete product development (Delmar
& Shane, 2004).
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Overall, the “what” section can be summarized
as follows: Articles analyzing the effect of behaviors
related to legitimacy, the market, and resource trans-
formation on the one side, and venture emergence or
venture success on the other, generally find a positive
relationship. In contrast, the results of articles analyz-
ing the relationship between planning and success
are mixed. Presumably, the results are less clear with
respect to planning since planning is usually carried
out at an early stage of venture formation. Planning
activities could then reveal that an entrepreneur’s ven-
ture idea is not as promising as originally anticipated,
leading the entrepreneur to abandon the venture. In
contrast, activities related to legitimacy, marketing,
and the acquisition and combination of resources are
usually conducted after an entrepreneur is already
reasonably certain that the venture idea is promis-
ing. In addition, some of the articles have included
the context and environment in which entrepreneurs
operate in their studies and have been able to show
that this matters (e.g., Gruber, 2007; Newbert, 2005).
Other studies were also able to acknowledge an evo-
lutionary- and process-oriented view of entrepreneur-
ship and show that timing matters (e.g., Carter et al.,
1996; Hopp & Greene, 2018).

4.2 The “How”

Nine papers in our sample place a focus on the “how,”
that is, the manner or the quality in which the respec-
tive action is conducted to analyze the link to success.
Seven of the papers deal with the “how” of a certain
type of activity, namely networking (Klyver & Are-
nius, 2020; Newbert & Tornikoski, 2012; Newbert
et al., 2013), leadership (Ensley et al., 2006; Walsh
& Martin, 2021), and planning (Greene & Hopp,
2017; Hiatt & Sine, 2014), while two papers analyze
behavioral strategies that can be used more generally
to deal with uncertainty (Frese et al., 2000; van Gel-
deren et al., 2000).

Of all the articles capturing networking behav-
ior, only three analyze how networking is done and
all find that the “how” actually matters (Klyver &
Arenius, 2020; Newbert & Tornikoski, 2012; New-
bert et al., 2013). Two articles deal with the “how”
of leadership behavior. One of them finds that trans-
actional leadership is less efficacious and transfor-
mational leadership behavior is more efficacious in
more dynamic environments (Ensley et al., 2006).

The other finds that applying relational leadership in
developing social capital sources can increase persis-
tence in nascent entrepreneurship via garnering rele-
vant social capital resources (Walsh & Martin, 2021).
Two studies deal with the “how” of planning. Hiatt
and Sine (2014) show that political and civil violence
increases the benefits of incremental (operational)
planning and decreases the benefits of comprehensive
(strategic) planning. Greene and Hopp (2017) show
that formal planners (opposed to informal planners)
are more likely to achieve new venture viability.

Two studies address behavioral strategies that can
help entrepreneurs cope with uncertainty. Van Gel-
deren et al. (2000) and Frese et al. (2000) analyze the
chosen action strategies and were able to show that
the chosen action strategy predicts entrepreneurial
success and failure. Both studies show, for example,
the negative influence of a “reactive strategy” (being
guided by the situation and showing little proactive
behavior) on firm success and the positive influence
of a “critical point strategy” (starting with the most
important point, and planning and acting from this
point). Interestingly, the longitudinal nature of van
Gelderen et al.’s (2000) study allowed the researchers
to suggest which behavioral strategies might be more
beneficial at which stage of a company’s life.

Four findings in the studies relating to the “how”
are worth mentioning. First, the articles show that
merely doing something does not necessarily influ-
ence venture emergence or success. For example,
while, by and large, engaging in networking seems
to be beneficial, how networking is done can make a
significant difference (Newbert & Tornikoski, 2012;
Newbert et al., 2013). Second, the “how” can be ana-
lyzed on different levels. Researchers can either ana-
lyze how a certain function is conducted (e.g., how
networking or marketing is done), or they can analyze
behavioral strategies that can be potentially applied
across different functions. Third, the fact that only
nine studies in our SLR focus on the “how” suggests
that this aspect of entrepreneurs’ actions is currently
still neglected, a point we return to in our research
agenda. Fourth, the “how” can have different effects
in different settings as Ensley et al. (2006) show with
regard to leadership behavior and the level of envi-
ronmental dynamism and Hiatt and Sine (2014) with
regard to planning in unstable environments, a finding
emphasizing the importance of contingency.
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4.3 The “How Much”

A further aspect of how actions might influence ven-
ture emergence and success is the intensity or dura-
tion with which those actions are carried out. Twenty-
eight papers in our literature review deal with the link
between the “how much” of activities and venture
success, either as a main focus of the analysis or as an
important control. We identified three different ways
in which studies look at this relationship: number of
conducted gestation activities, total amount of time
spent on startup activities, and time or effort spent on
groups of activities. In this section, we do not address
research that investigates the “how much” of individ-
ual activities, as these have already been discussed in
the section on the “what” (chapter 4.1).

4.3.1 Number of conducted activities

Due to the considerable diversity of firm gestation
processes and the mixed results of studies analyzing
the effect of only one or few specific startup activi-
ties, as discussed in the previous sections, studies
have turned to investigate the relationship between
the number of accomplished activities and ven-
ture success. The basic idea of counting events in
the business gestation process goes back to Reyn-
olds and Miller (1992), who considered four “key
events”—principal’s commitment, initial hiring, ini-
tial financing, and initial sales—and their prevalence
and temporal pattern in the new firm gestation pro-
cess. The authors show the great diversity in the order
or sequence of events and propose first sales as an
appropriate indicator of firm birth (i.e., as an outcome
variable). Subsequently, the PSED projects consid-
ered a much longer list of possible gestation activi-
ties, collecting detailed information about whether
and when nascent entrepreneurs accomplished them.
For most articles in this section, such PSED-type data
forms the basis for counting accomplished activi-
ties and analyzing the relationship to venture emer-
gence. The unanimous result of these studies is that
the number of activities and venture emergence is
positively related, independent of the concrete activi-
ties included in the summative index. For example,
authors stress that the number of completed gesta-
tional activities is the “largest predictor of operating
success” (Menzies et al., 2006) and “activities play
differentiating roles in affecting firm formation” (Liao
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et al., 2005, p. 17). Because of the strength of this
relationship, subsequent studies frequently include
the number of already conducted activities as a con-
trol for the amount of effort invested in the new ven-
ture (Hopp & Sonderegger, 2015; Kim et al., 2015;
Shane & Delmar, 2004). Taking a slightly different
approach, the only non-PSED study in this section
(apart from Carter et al., 1996) provides a similar
result: Tornikoski and Puhakka (2009) analyze partic-
ipants in a French business plan competition and con-
clude that the time and effort spent on gestation activ-
ities—rather than initial conditions, like competitive
advantage or human capital—lead to firm emergence.

Importantly, for nascent entrepreneurs, conducting
many gestation activities is not only positively related
to firm emergence but also to abandonment when
compared to the “still trying” category. Carter et al.,
(1996, p. 163) argue that “a certain level of effort and
activity is necessary to determine success or failure
in starting a business.” Therefore, conducting ges-
tation activities is not only helpful in establishing a
new venture but also in identifying business ideas that
may not be worth pursuing. While the previously dis-
cussed literature suggests that “more is better,” Are-
nius et al. (2017) take the opposite perspective and
analyze whether there is a minimum number of ges-
tation activities needed to achieve initial profit. They
show that none of the individual 18 gestation activi-
ties investigated is a necessary condition for achiev-
ing profit 24 months after entry and that even two or
three activities can be sufficient to achieve profitabil-
ity. This finding underlines the large heterogeneity of
ventures investigated in PSED-based studies.

4.3.2 How much time in total

Because simply counting accomplished activities is
an imprecise measure of “how much” founders do,
seven studies consider the amount of time founders
invest in their startup—in some cases measured only
roughly in terms of differentiating between working
full-time or part-time for the venture. Research sug-
gests a positive relationship between starting to work
full-time for the business and emergence (Carter
et al.,, 1996; Newbert, 2005; van Gelderen et al.,
2006). Interestingly, the relationship between starting
to work full-time and business emergence becomes
stronger the less time there is between the measure-
ment of the two variables (van Gelderen et al., 2006),
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suggesting that the two events frequently take place
simultaneously and that the causality behind this rela-
tionship is unclear. In other words, nascent entrepre-
neurs might only decide to fully commit to their new
venture and give up other employment when sales or
profitability are in sight. Almost all these studies are
based on PSED-type data and, thus, investigate nas-
cent entrepreneurs who are working on their venture
project but might not be fully committed yet. In this
stage, committing fully to the new venture seems to
be linked to venture emergence, irrespective of the
underlying causality. In contrast, studies that measure
the number of hours people invest in their venture do
not find a positive link to emergence or success (Reid,
1999; Renko et al., 2012). In the case of Reid (1999),
the reason for this “non-finding” might be that he
investigates startups at a stage when founders are, by
and large, already fully committed; the average work-
ing time of the investigated entrepreneurs is already
57 hours per week.

4.3.3 Time spent on groups of activities

This topic is closely related to the “what?” ques-
tion that we already addressed in a previous section.
Here, we focus on groups of activities (instead of
single activities). The necessity to group activities
into clusters or categories to better understand the
entrepreneurial process was recognized early on: As
one of the foundational studies of startup behaviors,
Gatewood et al. (1995) generated a list of 29 sepa-
rate activities and grouped them into five categories
derived from theoretical considerations. An impor-
tant result is that entrepreneurs who have been suc-
cessful in getting into business and those who have
not, spend equal amounts of time on activities in
the categories of “gathering information,” “estimat-
ing profits,” “completing know-how,” and “structur-
ing the company.” However, successful individuals
take the next step and spend significantly more time
on activities from the category “setting up business
operations.” This finding is clearly linked to other
research which suggests that discovery activities,
relating to the conceptual side of the venture, should
be distinguished from exploitation activities, relating
to behaviors taken to establish the venture as a real
entity (Gordon, 2012, p. ii). Studies suggesting that
exploitation activities rather than discovery activities
are positively related to venture emergence indeed

s

exist (Newbert, 2005; Tornikoski & Puhakka, 2009).
Yet, Gatewood et al., (1995, p. 386) stress an impor-
tant point: “Because both successful and unsuccessful
entrepreneurs devote nearly the same amount of time
to exploring an opportunity (...) the critical differ-
ence between success and failure at getting into busi-
ness, might be the nature of the opportunity itself.”
By exploring the idea, some entrepreneurs are able
to identify what they perceive as promising oppor-
tunities or opportunities that match their skills and
abilities, which they then implement by conducting
exploitation activities. Thus, conducting exploitation
activities might only be sensible if they are based on
a promising and tested business idea; or seen from
another perspective, success may depend as much on
entrepreneurial action as on the underlying business
idea entrepreneurs have decided to act on. The results
of Gatewood et al. (1995) imply a temporal sequence
of types of activities which will be discussed in the
next section.

In summary, the articles in the “how much” sec-
tion suggest that conducting more activities and fully
committing to the venture are positively related to
venture emergence. Exploitation activities seem to
be more important than discovery activities. For most
papers in this section, however, the causality between
these relationships is unclear because we do not know
why people choose to fully commit or foster exploita-
tion activities at a given point in time.

4.4 The “When”

In this section, we analyze how the timing, sequence,
or temporal concentration of entrepreneurial actions
affect venture emergence and success. Studies dealing
only with the timing of individual activities are not
discussed here, but in the “What” section. Almost all
of the investigated 19 papers are based on PSED-type
data or the precursor study by Carter et al. (1996).
The apparent absence of articles based on other data
suggests that detailed information on the timing of
activities is a feature of PSED-type data and is avail-
able only here. For quite some time now, researchers
have tried to identify certain patterns or sequences of
individual activities that lead to firm emergence or
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firm abandonment. While one of the oldest studies in
our sample, based on a rather small number of obser-
vations, identified and described differences in the
sequence of events between successful entrepreneurs
and others (Carter et al., 1996), later studies struggled
to identify clear patterns. For example, Liao et al.
(2005) failed to uncover any strong relations between
the temporal patterns of particular activities and first
sales. They only find weak relationships concerning
activities relating to “intentionality” and resource
acquisition. Overall, they conclude that “firm gesta-
tion is a complex, nonlinear process, rather than a
simple, unitary accumulation of sequential events”
(Liao et al., 2005, p. 17).

Three papers compare the business gestation pro-
cess between different groups of entrepreneurs. Alsos
and Ljunggren (1998) find only few differences in
the timing and sequence of activities between men
and women and no difference in the probability of
succeeding. Parallel founders, who still own another
business they have founded before (Alsos & Kolve-
reid, 1998) and leisure-based founders (Kim et al.,
2015) conduct only few activities initially but pro-
gress steadily and are more likely to be able to start
their business than others. Assuming that parallel
founders (because of their broader experience) pursue
ideas of a higher quality than other founders and that
leisure-based founders (because they are doing some-
thing they really like) are more committed than oth-
ers, these results suggest that the type of venture idea
pursued also affects the business gestation process
and its outcome.

Building on complexity science, two studies inves-
tigate the patterns of startup activities of nascent
entrepreneurs, specifically their rate, concentration,
and timing. Based on PSED IP data, Lichtenstein et al.
(2007) are able to confirm the hypotheses that firm
emergence is more likely when (a) the rate of startup
activities is high, (b) startup activities are spread out
over time, and (c) startup activities are concentrated
later rather than earlier over time. In contrast, based
on PSED II data, Hopp and Sonderegger (2015) only
find support for the hypothesis concerning timing,
that is, a positive effect of a late temporal concentra-
tion of activities. The difference in the results might

3 For an overview of PSED I and PSED II, see Reynolds
(2007) and Reynolds and Curtin (2008).
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arise from the fact that Hopp and Sonderegger (2015)
but not Lichtenstein et al. (2007) included the total
number of conducted activities as a control variable,
which is correlated with the rate of activities. The
effect of a late temporal concentration of activities
could be due to the fact that, at a certain point in time
and for various possible reasons, some entrepreneurs
start to perceive their business idea as more prom-
ising than other entrepreneurs who are not yet fully
committed and start to exert more effort, leading to a
higher likelihood of firm emergence. Therefore, this
result again raises the question of causality.

5 Key observations and research agenda

Our analysis of 59 articles has shown the importance
of entrepreneurs’ actions for the successful crea-
tion of new enterprises. By and large, studies sug-
gest a positive relationship between the conduct and
intensity of different types of start-up activities and
start-up success. Yet, our analysis has also indicated
areas where existing research is only partly coherent
and where a comprehensive picture is missing. Also,
causality is a major issue for the majority of research
in this field. With regard to the coherence of the cur-
rent body of research, we were able to identify pat-
terns of actions that seem to be conducive for suc-
cess in some situations or contexts but not in others.
For example, most studies in our SLR showed that
engaging in resource acquisition is positively related
to venture success (albeit, the direction of causality
is mostly unclear). However, with regard to business
planning, for example, the current state of research
does not allow us to identify clear patterns. Regard-
ing comprehensiveness, most studies select certain
actions that they examine. Of course, all research has
to define what is in its focus. However, considering
the complexity of an entrepreneurial endeavor, it is
quite reasonable to conclude that, so far, research has
been looking at selected pieces of the puzzle, while
the big picture is still missing. Sometimes, we might
not even know the size of the selected puzzle piece
(if we do not know how much time the entrepreneur
has invested in the particular activity compared to the
total time invested in the venture) or what the puz-
zle is even about (if the business idea is unknown).
Regarding causality, in almost every subsection of our
results, we have encountered problems with causality:



Entrepreneurs’ actions and venture success: a structured literature review and suggestions. .. 217

Is it really entrepreneurs’ actions that lead to success?
Or do they engage in these actions because past suc-
cesses have convinced them to commit more fully
to the venture? In sum, the situation is rather unsat-
isfactory: for researchers seeking to advance theory,
for practitioners engaged in policy making, and for
entrepreneurs looking for advice on what they should
do. To move research forward, we propose a six-point
research agenda that we hope provides a platform for
promising research linking entrepreneurs’ behavior
and success (see Table 2 for an overview).

5.1 Understanding the motives behind entrepreneurs’
actions

While many articles in our analysis are able to iden-
tify significant relationships between specific activi-
ties and venture success, it is frequently unclear what
the underlying causality is. For example, are entre-
preneurs more successful because they invest more
time into their venture or do they invest more time

because first signs of success are showing? We argue
that one reason why studies permit no inferences on
causality is that we typically do not know why peo-
ple conduct certain activities and why they do so at
a certain point in time and not earlier or later. We
have defined action as goal-oriented behaviors (Frese
& Zapf, 1994), and all actions that our investigated
studies look at are directed at starting a new business.
However, to better understand the effect of actions,
it is important to consider that there is a hierarchy of
goals and that actions might be conducted to achieve
certain subgoals in the process of starting a success-
ful business (Frese & Zapf, 1994). For example, when
founders write a business plan, this action might be
geared towards different subgoals. While some argue
that entrepreneurs write a business plan on their own
initiative (Shane & Delmar, 2004), others argue that
they only do so to satisfy institutional demands or to
obtain finance (Honig & Karlsson, 2004). A better
understanding of the subgoal of conducting a specific
action might help to better understand the relationship

Table 2 Summary of suggested future research

Understanding the motives behind
entrepreneurs’ actions

Research aiming to clarify the causal-
ity between entrepreneurs’ actions and
success by considering why actions are
conducted. For example:

o Investigate why entrepreneurs do what
they do

o Investigate how reasons for engaging
in a particular behavior moderate the
behavior-success relationship

Capturing a complete picture of what
entrepreneurs do

Research aiming for a more comprehen-
sive and holistic picture of entrepre-
neurs’ actions. For example:

e Consider taking a grounded theory
approach (opposed to using predefined
items) to discover behaviors currently
neglected

o Apply research methods helping to
uncover behaviors that have been
neglected so far

o Pay attention to what not to do

e Capture how much time entrepreneurs
spent on certain actions

Considering how entrepreneurs conduct
actions

Research aiming to capture the manner or
quality of action implementation. For
example:

o Identify how entrepreneurs conduct
“overarching” or cross-functional behav-
iors or critical events

o Investigate how entrepreneurs should
conduct specific activities depending on
the respective context

e Consider how entrepreneurs deal with
uncertainty, critical incidents, and turn-
ing points

Applying alternative measurements to
capture entrepreneurs’ actions

Research considering how actions and
venture success are being captured. For
example:

o Consciously choose the “molarity” of
behaviors

e Pay attention to the “extremes”: the
micro-foundations of entrepreneurs’
actions as well as the overarching behav-
ioral strategies

e Consider a wider variety of success
measures to better understand which
behaviors are important to reach specific
success goals

Acknowledging the “opportunity-action
ﬁt”

Research considering the fit between ideas
and actions as well as between ideas and
the entrepreneur. For example:

e Consider how the opportunities entre-
preneurs work on moderate the behavior-
success relationship

o Study how the fit between entrepreneurs
and their ideas influence the link between
entrepreneurs’ actions and success

Considering what entrepreneurs do next
to starting a business

Research aiming to capture what entrepre-
neurs do besides starting their ventures.
For example:

o Pay attention to whether entrepreneurs
have another employment and how this
might benefit or harm venture develop-
ment

o Distinguish between “committed nascent
entrepreneurs” and “exploratory nascent
entrepreneurs.”
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to venture success. Yet, with the exception of Honig
and Karlsson (2004), no study in our sample explic-
itly captures why entrepreneurs engage in business
planning. Moreover, no study examines how these
different reasons moderate the business planning-suc-
cess relationship.

The why question relates to the cognitive basis of
entrepreneurs’ activities (Grégoire et al., 2011) and
may provide important insights into key aspects of
the entrepreneurial process (Baron, 2004). While a
number of researchers have theorized on what moti-
vates entrepreneurs to start a venture (for exam-
ple, Cooper et al., 1989; Reynolds & Miller, 1988;
Scheinberg & MacMillan, 1988; Woo et al., 1991),
as of yet, no one has established a link between what
motivates entrepreneurs, what actions they choose
to execute, and, subsequently, whether they are able
to establish a successful venture. Also, reasons or
motives are not measured on the level of individual
actions. This could be done by using measures that
enable researchers to distinguish the specific purposes
of an activity. Possible research questions could be as
follows: How do the reasons entrepreneurs have for
engaging in business planning behaviors (or other
behaviors) influence venture success? Is activity X,
conducted for the purpose of Y, related to venture
success?

5.2 Considering how entrepreneurs conduct actions

Our review indicates that very few studies have inves-
tigated how entrepreneurs conduct certain actions,
that is, the manner or quality of action implemen-
tation. We believe that this gap offers important
research opportunities. Undoubtedly, there are some
straightforward administrative tasks such as register-
ing a business or opening a bank account where the
manner in which they are conducted is not crucial for
venture success. However, as soon as task demands
become more complex and more ambiguous, it
seems unlikely that how a certain task is conducted
(for example, how someone approaches a poten-
tial customer) should not play a role. We find three
strategies of applying the how particularly promis-
ing. First, researchers could aim to identify behaviors
that are overarching or reoccurring in venture crea-
tion and are useful with regard to multiple business
functions (e.g., across sales, marketing, and finance).
Examples of such overarching behaviors could be
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“convincing others”, “negotiating” or—as suggested
by Dew et al. (2018)—*asking others.” Questions
that could be investigated include the following: How
do entrepreneurs successfully convince stakehold-
ers in the early phase of venture creation? How do
entrepreneurs of high-performing ventures negotiate
deals with partners? How do entrepreneurs succeed
in obtaining resources from others? By focusing on
select, cross-functional behaviors that are important
throughout the entrepreneurial process, the variety
of competences entrepreneurs need becomes more
manageable. One outcome of such a comprehensive
and holistic picture could be the identification of
higher-level behaviors that span functions and appli-
cation areas. Second, researchers could investigate
the “how” with regard to different behaviors and—to
address contextuality (Martinez et al., 2011)—Ilink it
to the nature of the environment or industry. Interest-
ing research questions include, for example, In order
to be successful, how should entrepreneurs conduct
marketing in highly competitive industries? Or How
do biotech entrepreneurs successfully engage in prod-
uct development? Third, to address the issue of uncer-
tainty that is inherent in entrepreneurship, researchers
could aim to identify the “hows” that are specifically
valuable in dealing with uncertainty. Among many
other questions, researchers could ask How do entre-
preneurs successfully deal with critical events? How
do entrepreneurs successfully master pivots of their
business model?

5.3 Acknowledging the “Opportunity-action Fit”

With few exceptions (e.g., Duchesneau & Gartner,
1990), the type or nature of the business idea was not
considered in the analysis of the action-success link
in our pool of articles. While some studies do con-
trol for the industries in which ventures operate (e.g.,
Newbert, 2005; Peters & Brush, 1996), even within
the same industry, the type and nature of business
ideas may vary widely. Hence, the research in our
pool of papers is almost exclusively detached from
the business idea the entrepreneurs work on. This can
be problematic for two reasons.

First, without considering the idea (for exam-
ple, by selecting a sample of entrepreneurs working
on a similar type of venture idea), it will be diffi-
cult to reach detailed knowledge about what kind of
actions are beneficial for venture success. Think of
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an entrepreneur working to develop a new hydrogen
vehicle versus an entrepreneur starting a business
selling a car subscription service; both ideas could be
innovative and growth-oriented, but they will involve
very different startup behaviors. Different modes of
action will be needed for exploiting these two oppor-
tunities. For example, one could distinguish between
tech- and non-tech-ideas, apply typologies of busi-
ness ideas, or distinguish between innovative and
imitative new ventures (Samuelsson & Davidsson,
2009). Then, researchers could aim to identify benefi-
cial actions for specific business ideas and ask ques-
tions such as What type of actions enhance venture
success for imitative new ventures in the restaurant
industry? What types of actions enhance venture suc-
cess for software-as-a-service startups?

Second, the fit between the idea and the entre-
preneur, a constellation that Shane and Venkatara-
man (2010) described as the “individual-opportunity
nexus,” might make a big difference in entrepreneurs’
success. For example, an entrepreneur who previ-
ously worked in a certain industry and already has
relevant contacts should be more likely to establish
partnerships or find employees. We therefore sug-
gest that future research captures the characteristics
of the business idea people work on as well as the fit
between the individual and the perceived opportunity
for a better understanding of the action-success link.
Among a wide range of possibilities, future research
studies could examine questions like the following:
How does the fit between the individual and the busi-
ness idea influence the link between entrepreneurs’
actions and success?

5.4 Capturing a complete picture of what
entrepreneurs do

The majority of the studies included in our SLR are
of a quantitative nature, examining behaviors on
the basis of predefined action items (exceptions are
Brown & Hanlon, 2016, Frese et al., 2000, and van
Gelderen et al., 2000). While this approach has the
advantage of a better comparability of the results, it
also comes at a cost: behaviors that have received lit-
tle attention so far might be overlooked, even though
they contribute to venture success. Simply put, if we
only capture what we think entrepreneurs typically
do, we might disregard the heterogeneity of entrepre-
neurs’ behavior and currently unknown influencing

factors. Thus, a complete picture of what entrepre-
neurs do and how this is related to venture success
is currently missing. We suggest that researchers try
to capture entrepreneurs’ behaviors in a more holis-
tic way by applying research methods that allow the
discovery of behaviors that have been neglected so
far. This could include practice-based studies that
aim to capture behaviors in real-time through obser-
vations (Thompson et al., 2020), observational stud-
ies capturing entrepreneurs’ daily behaviors (Muel-
ler et al., 2012), or diary methods (Weinberger et al.,
2018). Behavioral constructs could then be induc-
tively developed based on the collected empirical
data. This type of research might help to fulfill the
call for “a more complete understanding of the firm
creation process [that] would result” from “a more
complete description of how the nascent entrepre-
neur or startup team pursued the business opportu-
nity” (Reynolds, 2016, p. 532-533). Such research
approaches would also allow studies to capture the
amount of time spent on the respective actions, infor-
mation that would likewise lead to a more compre-
hensive picture of the entrepreneurial process. Pos-
sible research questions could be as follows: Besides
previously examined activities, what other activities
or combinations of activities contribute to venture
emergence and venture success? Which behaviors
distinguish entrepreneurs who successfully launched
their venture from entrepreneurs who did not launch
their venture? While the second research question
has been asked before, addressing it with methods
capturing entrepreneurs’ actions in a more compre-
hensive manner might lead to new research results.
Such research designs would also allow researchers to
identify whether spending too much time on certain
actions harms venture emergence and success, rather
than contributing to it. Following this line of thought,
an interesting question could be as follows: Which
actions should entrepreneurs not spend too much time
on?

5.5 Applying alternative measurements to capture
entrepreneurs’ actions

The 59 studies in our sample examine a large num-
ber of different behavioral constructs that are widely
divergent with regard to the size, that is, the “molar-
ity” of behavioral units. Although proposals for dis-
tinguishing different levels of molarity have been
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made (e.g., Bird & Schjoedt, 2009), to our knowl-
edge, research has not picked up on these frameworks.
While in our pool of papers researchers frequently
record data on individual actions to form overarching
behavioral constructs, they seldom provide reasoning
for the level or size of the “chunks” they are using in
their analyses, which is also because frequently pre-
defined action items are used, as discussed above.
We suggest that choosing the “size” of actions more
consciously could contribute to a more coherent and
comprehensive understanding in the field. Looking
at the “size” of actions, we found that most studies
either examine specific action items (e.g., whether a
business plan has been written) (van Gelderen et al.,
2006) or larger behavioral constructs, generally com-
posed of several specific action items (e.g., planning
behavior) (Dimov, 2010). None of the studies col-
lected behavioral data of entrepreneurs on a truly
atomic level, for instance, examining the different
necessary tasks required to complete a business plan
(for example, defining customer segments, establish-
ing a value proposition, or making financial projec-
tions). A more fine-grained approach aiming to cap-
ture the micro-foundations of entrepreneurs’ actions
might help to resolve part of the inconsistent findings.
For instance, one might find that only specific actions
that are part of writing a business plan enhance ven-
ture success. Among other questions, researchers
could ask the following: Which aspects of writing a
business plan influence venture success? Moreover,
we find that there seems to be little consistency in
how actions are allocated to “overarching” behavio-
ral constructs by different researchers. For example,
Alsos and Ljunggren (1998) allocate the acquisition
of facilities and equipment to the category of business
planning behavior, while Tornikoski and Newbert
(2007) operationalize it as a dimension of legitimacy
behavior, and Tornikoski and Puhakka (2009) con-
sider it to be a resource combination behavior. This
makes it difficult to compare research findings across
studies and draw conclusive insights about the entre-
preneurs’ behavior-success relationship in general.
An interesting theoretical contribution here could
be—on the basis of past research and entrepreneur-
ship theories—to develop a theoretically founded
framework of entrepreneurs’ behaviors that can be
used as a guide and reference in future research.
Finally, it is important to recognize that “success”
can take different forms, such as business survival or
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profitability. Given that different behaviors are likely
to be relevant for the respective success measures (e.g.,
actions leading to persistence might be quite different
from actions leading to profitability), it is important
to examine how behaviors affect different dimensions
of success. In our study, applied measures of success
also vary widely across studies. Most studies focus on
only one measure of success and few consider multi-
ple measures, with Brown and Hanlon (2016) being an
exception, as they consider 12 different success meas-
ures. Future research should consider this heterogene-
ity, for instance, by asking How does business planning
impact venture emergence, venture growth, and venture
performance, respectively? This may allow entrepre-
neurs and scholars alike to pinpoint more specifically
what behaviors are relevant to achieving specific per-
formance goals and which behaviors to focus on in the
different phases of venture emergence.

5.6 Considering what entrepreneurs do next to
starting a business

While researchers investigate what entrepreneurs do in
the process of starting a business, they often do not con-
sider what entrepreneurs do besides starting a business.
Considering that most entrepreneurs start as hybrids, i.e.,
part-time entrepreneurs pursuing other endeavors along-
side their startup venture (Folta et al., 2010), it is a clear
shortcoming to disregard these other endeavors. Infor-
mation on these other endeavors can be very important
because the time entrepreneurs’ commit to their startup
venture can range from anything between one and 60 or
more hours per week, as suggested by Gatewood et al.
(1995). How much effort and time entrepreneurs are
willing to put into their startup is a reflection of commit-
ment and motivation, which is strongly related to how
they view their opportunity (Gatewood et al., 1995) and
to what they do next to starting a new business. Reyn-
olds (2016, p. 529) makes the distinction between “com-
mitted nascent entrepreneurs” and “exploratory nascent
entrepreneurs,” who seem to be attracted to the idea of
firm creation but are not quite ready to go “all in.” Thus,
our first recommendation for future studies would be to
distinguish between the two types of entrepreneurs. For
exploratory nascent entrepreneurs, one could ask the fol-
lowing: Why is it that entrepreneurs are not fully com-
mitted yet? What kind of actions help them to decide
whether they should become more committed? Analyz-
ing the relationship between what exactly founders are
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doing, that is, the type and sequence of gestation activi-
ties and successful firm emergence, as several articles
in our sample have done, only seems sensible for com-
mitted nascent entrepreneurs. As a second recommen-
dation, for both groups of entrepreneurs, understanding
what else entrepreneurs are doing could be insightful to
understand venture success. Some entrepreneurs might
be engaged in other jobs or endeavors that could actually
help them in launching their business, for example, due
to the contacts and networks that they might be able to
access. Research studies could examine questions such
as the following: How do other engagements of entre-
preneurs impact the venture creation process? What
“type” of other engagements are conducive or detrimen-
tal to venture success?

6 Limitations

Like any structured literature review, our study also has
some limitations. First, when screening the databases
for studies on the relationship between entrepreneurs’
activities and venture success, we had to agree on and
apply certain search terms to identify relevant studies.
While we followed a comprehensive and structured
approach, we might have still missed studies which use
terminology that is different from our search terms. For
example, we might have missed studies that only men-
tion specific activities, such as networking, without
using the general terms “action” or “activity” in their
keywords. Overall, the aim of our study was to analyze
the relationship between different types of activities
and venture success. Including specific search terms,
such as “networking,” would have been arbitrary and
would have shifted the focus of our analysis.

Secondly, because of including and discussing a broad
spectrum of different activities in our review, our find-
ings and conclusions might—in some instances—appear
somewhat general. Again, this limitation is a result of the
aim of our study which was to analyze the relationship
between entrepreneurs’ activities and venture success in a
broad sense. We do not aim to replace literature reviews
on the effect of specific activities on venture success but
to gain insights into the general relationship between
actions and success. We encourage review studies on the
effect of particular activities and venture success.

7 Conclusion

Our aim in conducting this literature review was to
take inventory of the current state of research regard-
ing entrepreneurs’ actions and venture success. To do
so, we considered not only articles based on PSED
data but also “stand-alone” studies based on other
data. Given that successfully starting a new venture
is at the core of entrepreneurship, the number of stud-
ies published in highly ranked journals that analyze
the relationship between entrepreneurs’ activities and
venture success appears rather limited. Our analysis
revealed that studies typically analyze the “what,”
less so the “when” and “how much,” and rarely the
“why,” “how,” and “what else.” Based on our find-
ings, we developed a six-point research agenda.

From a theoretical perspective, we see an opportunity
for researchers to reconcile the study of effective entre-
preneurs’ actions with the nature of entrepreneurship
which—being characterized by heterogeneity, complex-
ity, contextuality, and uncertainty—limits “generaliz-
ability” and the search for “successful activities that are
applicable to all specific situations” (Gartner & Teague,
2020, p. 3) with new research questions and innovative
research designs. From a methodological standpoint, we
suggest that research would benefit from further devel-
oping measurement approaches and techniques to cap-
ture entrepreneurs’ actions. We encourage researchers to
more consciously align how they capture entrepreneurs’
actions (With which method? In which “chunk” size?
In which comprehensiveness?) with the research ques-
tions at hand. While a broad stream of research has used
the freely available PSED data to study entrepreneurs’
action, it is time again to move forward and collect new
data about entrepreneurs’ actions. Lastly, we suggest that
investigating specific themes and topics (e.g., consider-
ing what not to do, capturing the time spent on certain
activities, identifying behavioral strategies for dealing
with cross-functional behaviors or critical events) could
advance research in our field. While most of our recom-
mendations relate to the empirical side of analyzing the
action—success relationship, we also emphasize that it is
challenging from a theoretical point of view to explain
why an activity on the individual level should be linked
to success on the organizational level. Entrepreneurs are
the driving force of venture creation, yet, such cross-level
research is demanding because of the multitude of factors
that influence venture success (Martinez et al., 2011).
Research may need to scale back its ambitions and focus
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initially on the success of specific entrepreneurial actions
(such as successfully acquiring capital, navigating a team
conflict, or launching a product) rather than the success
of the entire company. Once the connection between
actions and specific outcomes is established, we could
then start to cluster action outcomes and see how these
aggregated actions link to success. It is our hope that
innovative approaches in entrepreneurship research will
facilitate future innovative actions of entrepreneurs.
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