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Abstract
Every entrepreneur faces barriers when they engage in entrepreneurial activities and for
every entrepreneur, their utmost goal is to succeed d in their endeavors. However, some
entrepreneurial ventures fail due to several factors. After the failure, the entrepreneur
either relapses or seeks for new entrepreneurial opportunities. The present study
conducts a qualitative research synthesis to examine what happens after the occurrence
of firm failure and how entrepreneurs manage the experiences from failure. In doing so,
the present study analyses already published qualitative studies on failure by
conducting a literature search from several electronic databases to capture the qualita-
tive studies published under failure. After the elimination of irrelevant data, 21 relevant
articles were identified. The identified articles were analyzed using meta ethnography
and grounded formal theory to elaborate on three overarching concepts – the experience
and cost of failure, the impact from failure and the outcome of failure. The findings
from these analyzed qualitative research offers insight into the ongoing discussions on
entrepreneurial failure by identifying recurrent themes and concepts as well as by
presenting a conceptual model that describes the entrepreneur’s experiences from
failure and how they manage these firm failures. The findings also provide avenues
on how future research can contribute to the discussion on failure.

Keywords Entrepreneur . Failure . Qualitative perspective .Meta-interpretation

What happens after a firm fails? Are entrepreneurs able to manage these failures? Have
they gained any experience and learnt from their failure? These are a few questions
from the numerous studies that look into the aftermath of failure (Ucbasaran et al. 2013;
Shepherd 2009; Headd 2003; McGrath 1999; Politis and Gabrielsson 2009; Shepherd
et al. 2000). Studies have looked into the causes and consequences of failure, to gain
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more understanding on the factors that lead to failure as well as the aftermath of failure
(e.g., Ucbasaran et al. 2013: Politis and Gabrielsson 2009). Previous research highlight
that when entrepreneurs fail, they experience among other things, psychological, social,
and financial cost (Ucbasaran et al. 2013; Cope 2011; Shepherd et al. 2000).

Research acknowledges that entrepreneurs feel negative emotions such as grief
when their business fails (e.g., Shepherd and Cardon 2009). However, the grieving
process can also lead the entrepreneurs to be able to cope with the effects of failure
(Singh, Corner and Pavlovich 2007). Research also acknowledges that coping from
failure aids entrepreneurs to make sense of the occurrence of failure as well as seek for
means to learn from such failure. Moreover, the emphasizes that learning from failure is
an important phase entrepreneur have to go through in order to seek for new career
opportunities. As a result, entrepreneurs do not just learn from previous mistakes, but
also gain new insights, knowledge, information, and experiences from previous venture
engagements (Cope 2011; Shepherd and Cardon 2009).

Failure research offers detailed methodological perspectives on the occurrences of
failure, the challenges faced by entrepreneurs during the failure experience, the after-
math of failure as well as the cost and outcomes of failure. Accordingly, a few
quantitative studies have tried to see the relationship between failure and re-entry and
what factors influences new venture engagement after the failure occurrence (e.g.,
Cardon and McGrath 1999; Nikolić et al. 2019; Politis and Gabrielsson 2009;
Ucbasaran et al. 2010). A significant number of qualitative research however, have
sought to gain deeper understanding on how and why entrepreneurs manage firm
failure and failure influences on new venture performance (e.g., Cardon et al. 2011;
Cotterill 2011; Singh, Corner and Pavlovich 2015; Walsh 2017). Given that the
circumstances following failure can be complex and unpredictable, it becomes more
suitable to apply qualitative methods to gain deeper understandings of the phenome-
non, and generate new empirical theory suited for the above phenomenon. Hence, the
amount of published qualitative research in understanding the preconditions and
consequences of firm failure.

The present study seeks to synthesize understandings from previous qualitative
research on what happens after firm failure occurs and how entrepreneurs manage
the experiences from failure. Additionally, the study engages in a recent discussion on
using qualitative methods as a means to better understand entrepreneurship research
and provide new theoretical perspectives in the entrepreneurship field (Suddaby, Bruton
and Si 2015). There has been a considerable amount of qualitative study performed that
describes the occurrences of firm failure, however there is limited research that analyze
and translate findings from each of these studies to ensure rigorous combination of
these studies as well as to build and elaborate on previous research on firm failure. A
qualitative lens is adopted for this study because it aids to better advance our under-
standing on the phenomenon of entrepreneurial failure. Moreover, applying a qualita-
tive lens on entrepreneurial failure would yield the identification and development of
indigenous concepts and themes that can be used to define and generate theories in
examining firm failure. The present study therefore, aims to synthesize these qualitative
findings using a combination of formal grounded theory and meta-ethnography. The
synthesis aims to provide more understanding on how entrepreneurs manage business
failure, to identify and assess core themes in relation to firm failure and the need for
future research in this area, and to provide theoretical generalization.
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Theoretical background

Firm failure is ‘the cessation of involvement in a venture because it has not met a
minimum threshold for economic viability as stipulated by the (founding) entrepreneur’
(Ucbasaran et al. 2013:188). Scholars have typically distinguished failure such as dying
firms, discontinued firms, involuntary closure from entrepreneurial exit or firm exit
where the entrepreneur voluntarily exit or closes their firm [usually for financial gain]
(DeTienne 2010). While exit consist of a decision that may yield financial gain, failure
on the other hand involves [sudden] termination of venture due to unrealized short-term
goals or unsuccessful business engagement, and insolvency (Shepherd 2009; Headd
2003; McGrath 1999; Politis and Gabrielsson 2009; Shepherd et al. 2000). Failure can
occur due to factors caused by the entrepreneurs themselves such as the lack of skills
and unrealistic decisions they make, financial limitations as well as from external
factors (Ucbasaran et al. 2013; Larson and Clute 1979; Pretorius 2008).

The occurrence of business failure strongly affects an entrepreneur in several ways.
This is because the entrepreneurs spend time to birth, found, grow and nurture their
venture. As a result, entrepreneurs may hold on to their ventures longer in order to
avoid delay closure (Shepherd et al. 2000). Moreover, when failure occurs, entrepre-
neurs experience several costs and consequences from such failure. Research is replete
with examples of such costs experienced by entrepreneurs when failure occurs includ-
ing financial cost, social, psychological and physiological cost (e.g., Cope 2011;
Shepherd et al. 2009; Shepherd and Haynie 2011). More specifically, entrepreneurs
face stigmatization after failure occurrence, where they either isolate themselves from
their network or where their networks isolate them. Furthermore, entrepreneurs also go
through financial loss from investments, capital and borrowed funds (Cope 2011;
Shepherd et al. 2009; Singh et al. 2007). Psychologically, they experience mostly
negative emotions as a means to manage the failure occurrence. Research emphasize
that negative emotions such as grief is one inevitable consequence that arises from firm
failure (Amankwah-Amoah et al. 2018; Cope 2011; Hayward et al. 2010; Shepherd and
Cardon 2009; Shepherd and Haynie 2011; Ucbasaran et al. 2013), although not all
entrepreneurs experience grief in the same way (Jenkins et al. 2014).

In the process of psychological experience, entrepreneurs also make sense and learn
from the events leading to failure. Sensemaking occurs when the entrepreneurs make
retrospective accounts of the causes of failure, to identify how and why their ventures
failed. The sensemaking process can thus drive them into learning from their failure, by
taking note of the aspects, decisions, or competences that led to the said failure. In the
event of firm failure, studies have shown that sensemaking plays a significant role in the
way entrepreneurs manage failure (Cope 2011; Byrne and Shepherd 2015; Sitkin 1992).
Because learning from failure is a process that occurs during a period of time, there is
usually no specific time frame for entrepreneurs to actually learn from their failed event.
Learning from failure aid the entrepreneurs to gain new information, skills and knowledge
from their failed business attempt. Moreover, the entrepreneurs can obtain useful lessons
from their failure because they do not just identify the cause of failure but also attempt to
reflect and make sense of them so as to make certain changes and improvements to avoid
making previous mistakes (Cannon and Edmondson 2001; Politis and Gabrielsson 2009).

Entrepreneurs who are able to learn from their failure and gain new insights from the
experience, have better possibilities to either exploit new opportunities or start new
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venture after the failure experience (Yamakawa and Cardon 2015). Previous studies
have provided accounts on the influence of failure and the success of starting new
venture and subsequent entrepreneurial engagement (e.g. Cope 2011; Minniti and
Bygrave 2001; Mitchell et al. 2004; Politis and Gabrielsson 2009).

Taken together, the background posits that after business failure, entrepreneurs seek
different means to manage the failure. They go through negative emotions where they
grief the loss of their firm, get stigmatized for failure, make sense and learn from their
failure and eventually, seek for other opportunities. Although there are different studies
that discuss what happens after the firm failure including quantitative investigations and
qualitative explorations, results from managing failure is prominent within the qualita-
tive research area, presenting similar conclusions and recommendations. The present
study therefore, seeks to synthesize these qualitative findings using a meta-interpreta-
tion, which is presented as a combination of grounded formal theory and meta-ethnog-
raphy. The synthesis seeks to gain more understanding on how entrepreneurs manage
business failure, to identify and assess core themes in relation to firm failure and the need
for future research in this area, and finally, to provide theoretical generalization.

Methodology

A synthesis of qualitative research

A synthesis of qualitative research allows for translations of findings from each individual
study into other studies in the synthesis. It thus involves reinterpretations of findings, which
can produce significantly new insights or identify research fields that is already saturated
and has reached its highest point of theoretical contribution, where no new development has
been made over time is made (Noblit and Hare 1988; Atkins et al. 2008; Finfgeld 1999).
This therefore gives the opportunity for research to explore other concepts, topics or themes.
Furthermore, when synthesizing qualitative research, proper exanimation is conducted to
produce an appropriate translation of the key concepts, conducting relevant empirical
studies are taken into account, read repeatedly, and key themes and subject matter noted
down. More specifically, the aim for such synthesis is to explicitly identify concepts from
previous studies, that were not previously explicit. Thus, providing a complete understand-
ing of the studied phenomenon as well as to bring together several isolated studies through
the accumulated understandings from them (Campbell et al. 2012).

The present study focuses on the collective findings on business failure and its
consequences for entrepreneurs. For this purpose, a meta-interpretation – a combination
of a formal grounded theory (Kearney 2001) and a meta-ethnography (Noblit and Hare
1988; Atkins et al. 2008) – was conducted. A formal grounded theory on the one hand,
applies the same structure of the traditional grounded theory approach which seeks to
develop higher-level concepts and theory, using constant comparisons of similarities
and differences presented in the data (Glaser and Strauss 1967; Strauss and Corbin
1990). The meta – ethnography on the other hand provides new insights by utilizing
participants in findings as well as the interpretations from the author (Noblit and Hare
1988), which generally seeks to yield a much richer conceptualization from the
qualitative research. The meta-ethnography like the formal grounded theory, preserves
the meaning from each qualitative research in the process of analysis and synthesis.
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A meta- interpretation synthesizes the findings from multiple qualitative research
with the aim of generating higher translations of the phenomenon that is explored to
create a more theoretically dense conceptualization (Finfgeld 1999). Synthesizing
qualitative findings are becoming more significant as a result of the uprising of
qualitative research and its importance in gaining deeper understanding to specific
phenomenon thereby encouraging the research in transferring ideas, concepts and
metaphors across different studies examining similar phenomenon. This study therefore
applies the meta-ethnography to provide procedural guidelines suggested by Noblit and
Hare (1988) and the grounded theory provides epistemological and methodological
basis implemented for this study (Strauss and Corbin 1990).

Sampling criteria and procedure

The study presents a report from qualitative research. To begin the synthesis, a
comprehensive search on entrepreneurial failure and business failure was conducted
using computerized sources. Searches were conducted using database such as
SCOPUS, PsycINFO, Google Scholar, Web of science (SSCI) and EBSCO. Search
words such as Fail*, Failure* Ent* Entre* Business* and Venture* were used to find
published articles that captured business failure and entrepreneurial failure. Several
inclusion criteria were used to select studies for analysis. First, since the study aimed to
address how entrepreneurs manage business and firm failure, the study considered only
published articles that focuses on the aftermath of failure and not preconditions or
causes of failure. For instance, studies relating to fear of failure, heart failure, entrepre-
neurial education, and entrepreneurial intentions were excluded in this criterion. Sec-
ond, non-peer reviewed papers were excluded. Third, the study only focused on the
synthesis of qualitative findings, therefore quantitative studies and conceptual /review
papers were excluded in the synthesis. However, qualitative studies such as phenom-
enological studies, ethnographic studies, grounded theory, case studies and studies that
explicitly used widely accepted qualitative methods were included. Finally, qualitative
studies that did not describe an analytic approach were also excluded in the analysis as
it did not meet the requirement suggested by Noblit and Hare (1988).

In addition to the inclusion criteria above, selection processes were conducted in two
stages to ensure that relevant articles were selected for analysis. First, after the initial
search on the database, title and abstracts were read and screened. Titles and abstracts
that did not address the focus of this study were excluded. In addition, duplicate hits and
studies within other fields such as medicine, engineering, law, and computer science
were also excluded. Second, a follow up was made by full-text screening. Furthermore,
since the abstract search may not provide details of potentially relevant studies in
relation to entrepreneurial failure, manual searches from the references list of relevant
studies were further assessed to identify other relevant articles that were not identified
during the initial searches. Nineteen relevant reports were identified after the screening
of relevant searches. Table 1 presents the selection process for the present study.

Data analysis, and translation

Data collection was conducted systematically from each report. Reports were read, and
notes were made along-side. Further, the categories, texts and themes extracted from
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the data included but not limited to the authors name and year, research theme/ focus,
research questions/aim, study design, method of data collection, sampling, social
context, and components from the findings and the authors’ conclusions. Each of the
19 reports were characterized with these categories, summarized and interpreted.

In line with the grounded theory approach, several coding strategies were adopted to
identify concepts and categories (Strauss and Corbin 1990). First, the analysis began
with the implementation of substantive coding. Here, descriptive and theoretical
analysis of the data were conducted using constant comparisons. In doing so, text
units, ranging from one sentence to a paragraph were read to make sense of the data.
Themes and presented concepts across all studies were identified, clustered into new
higher categories. Additionally, for the axial coding, a comparison was made within
and across the 21 studies to seek for the relationships and similarities between the
categories on the after effect of firm failure. Finally, a selective coding was conducted.
Here sub-categories that describes the aftermath of failure were aggregated into core
categories. During the analytic synthesizing and translation process, constant iteration
was made, and the analysis were documented in memos using specific links to source
text and to aid in the construction of a visual representation of the emergent process.
Thus, relentless efforts were made to not just seek for accurate representation of the
phenomenon or the richness in the data but also to seek for unique attributes in the data
so as to develop newly identified categories and subcategories.

Presentation of data

A total of 21 studies published between 1991 and 2018 formed the sample of analysis.
Table 2 presents the 21 studies included in the analysis. The themes cut across but not
limited to firm failure, learning from failure, coping with failure and emotional reactions
towards failure. A number of study design including phenomenology, interpretative and
case study were adopted to carry out the respective research. Additionally, data collec-
tion included interviews, field notes, field observations, documents and archival and
internet sources. Interview was the most common means of data collection. However,
several studies also had several means of data collection. Furthermore, the geographic
setting for the studies cut across Europe, Africa, South America and North America.

Finally, studies consisted of 2 book chapter, 17 articles and 2 peer reviewed
conference papers.

Table 1 Selection of relevant articles

Selection Process Number of
hits

Initial database search from Scopus, EBSCO, google scholar, web of science (SCCI) 2355

Duplicate elimination 1533

Abstract/title 712

Full text articles assessed relevant for the research subject and non-peer reviewed studies. 309

Studies included after elimination of non-suitable method (quantitative study, literature review
articles and conceptual papers)

42

Studies included after excluding ill described analytical process in research 21
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Findings

From the analysis of the articles, three overarching categories on how entrepreneurs
manage business failure emerged. The experience and cost of failure – which identified
the immediate effect from failure, the impact from failure – which identified the process
taken after the occurrence of failure and the outcome of failure – which identified the
actions taken after the entrepreneurs have made sense and recovered from failure.
These categories were identified due to the constant statements that appeared consis-
tently throughout the analyzed report where emphasis were placed on several aspects of
the after effect of failure and how the several studies presented the experiences of the
entrepreneurs studied. Their responses, emotions, and the actions they took after failure
occurred. These led to the identification of constant statements, which were later
grouped into subcategories and core categories for more meaningful abstraction.

The experience and cost of failure

Attribution and blame

The study shows that after the experience of failure, entrepreneurs attribute their failure
to different factors. One main factor that failure was attached to the psychological and
sociological cost discussed in previous research. In this light, it was the initial reactions
as a result of failure. The entrepreneurs blamed failure on themselves and took personal
responsibility for their failed firm. Specifically, on their inability, lack of effort, and
from their own actions. As an entrepreneur from one of the reports mentioned, ‘The
problems [contributing to the failure] were caused solely by bad decisions made by
myself and [another entrepreneur], because quite simply we were the ones who made
all the decisions as major owners of the firm’ (Mantere et al. 2013, p. 465). Addition-
ally, the blame for business failure was also attributed to internal cost and unrealistic
targets made by the entrepreneur. When attributing blame to failure, Mantere et al.
(2013) showed that the entrepreneurs in their study only attributed blame to themselves
and not the incompetence from their employees or personnel, however the employees
attributed blame to the entrepreneurs and their incompetence to reasons why the
venture failed. Their personnel expressed: ‘The CEO never saw to it that the different
units would all row in the same direction”. “If the top management had been leading
instead of envisioning, we wouldn’t have had eight firms within the firm.’ (p. 466).

Taking personal responsibilities for their actions and the firm failure, however, did
not just help the entrepreneurs to reminisce over their failure but also help them make
sense of what went wrong during the process of failure.

Stigmatization and social cost

One cost that entrepreneurs have to pay after failure is the cost of stigmatization.
Although not all countries/regions stigmatize entrepreneurs who have failed, studies
show that about 38% of 331 failed firm noted that they were stigmatized by their peer
and the environment around them because of their failure. An entrepreneur who
experienced failure noted that ‘failure led to exile and an abrupt end to one’s career’
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(Cardon et al. 2011, P. 87). Additionally, entrepreneurs did not think that failing was anTa
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option because of how the society perceived failure. ‘There’s a huge stigma as well. I
find that [long pause], failure’s not an option. You know. Nobody wants to talk about it.
It’s the elephant in the room.’ (Byrne and Shepherd 2015, p. 375). Stigma from failed
venture can lead to social isolation and the sense of loneness and anxiety.

The sense of stigmatization, however, does not just come from the external envi-
ronment but can also emerge from the entrepreneurs themselves. Cope (2011), termed
this as ‘self-imposed stigmatization’. Due to shame of failure, the entrepreneurs create
their own social isolation because of the difficulty of accepting their failure. As an
entrepreneur put it ‘there was nobody around me to tell me any different...nobody who
could kind of say to me well look, you’re not a failure, you tried and you failed’ (Cope
2011, p. 611). Another entrepreneur also expressed how self-imposed stigmatization
affected them after firm failure. ‘I was dumb and stupid because I didn’t know what I
was doing…I wasn’t business savvy…and I didn’t have any business ownership or
management experience’ (Singh et al. 2015 p. 156). Additionally, another entrepreneur
expressed how he thinks he has let himself and his family down after the failure
occurred. ‘I was letting people down, particularly my family…..I had convinced my
wife that I could run the business successfully and that it was worth giving up a
relatively secure job in the bank’ (Singh et al. 2015 p. 156). Interestingly, venture
capitalist did not seem to stigmatize entrepreneurs who have failed (Cope et al. 2004).

Emotional and psychological experience

Firm failure is usually associated to emotional reactions and consequences. A signif-
icant aspect of the experience resulting immediately from failure is the psychological
and emotional experience. Because entrepreneurs see the firm as their baby and/ or part
of the family, they feel the same sense of negative emotional state such as grief as they
would feel when they experience the loss of a family. For example, there was an
expression by an entrepreneur comparing her loss to that of a family member. ‘It’s
almost as if, it’s hard to describe it’s almost like, it’s almost like losing, I’ve not had any
children myself but must be like losing a family or losing, because you don’t just loose,
it’s your, life, you’re doing it every day so.’ (Byrne and Shepherd 2015 p. 382). They
experience grief, despair, regret, anger, disappointment sadness and mostly negative
emotions when failure occurs. The studies showed that the failed firm took an “emo-
tional toll” on the entrepreneurs (Cope 2011 p. 610). For instance an entrepreneur
expressed, ‘I think it is like grief….you have to go through all the screaming and
wailing and crying and then you come out of that and feel you have dealt with it’
(Singh et al. 2007, p. 338, 341). Another example of such emotions was described by
an entrepreneur who expressed guilt after the failure event occurred. He wishes that he
would have averted failure if he had done something different. ‘Oh yeah, all the time.
Just thinking, What if? What if we’d done this? What if we’d done that?’ (Byrne and
Shepherd 2015 p. 381).

However, some entrepreneurs also expressed positive emotional state even after their
firm have failed. They felt the sense of pride, hope, and confidence. For instance,
reflecting on her failure event, this entrepreneur expresses that she got more insights
from the failure event. ‘It’s made me, I don’t know, I think I’m a bit wiser, so I wouldn’t
get myself into that situation again. I think it’s made me, probably more calmer in that I

International Entrepreneurship and Management Journal (2021) 17:1441–1468 1459



was so stressed for five years, well not five years, coming towards the end, probably the
last two years.’ (Byrne and Shepherd 2015, p. 382).

Economical and financial cost

Apart from the emotional cost of failure, previous studies in qualitative research also
record the financial and economic cost of failure. For instance, Cardon et al. (2011)
show that 62 of 331 (19%) failed enterprises expressed some financial impact to the
environment as a result of the failure occurrences. Additionally, report from Cope
(2011), emphasized that all the entrepreneurs in their focus experienced financial loss
which couldn’t be absorbed by some of the entrepreneurs who experienced loss. For
instance, an entrepreneur admitted that he found it difficult to manage his depts after
failure. ‘I couldn’t open anything, it cleaned me out basically…I had to go back to
being an employee again’ (Cope 2011, P. 610).

Impact and transition from failure

Recovery: Coping and Sensemaking

While experiencing the cost of firm failure, entrepreneurs seek for means to recover. In
doing so, they seek for strategies to cope with their failures and make sense of the
situations that led to such failures. The studies show that the recovery process from
failure is mostly related to emotions and emotional reactions. Several factors were
shown to be important when entrepreneurs cope and make sense of their failure.
Entrepreneurs tried to cope with their failure by reflecting retrospectively on such
failure. Some of them did that by asking themselves several questions such as ‘Did we
make the right decisions? Did we pick the right strategy? Did we hire the right people?
Did we make decisions in a timely manner? Did we treat our people fairly? You know,
you go through all those sorts of thing’ (Cope 2011, P. 613). Additionally, they also
focused on doing other things at the recovering stage for instance an entrepreneur
expressed, ‘I needed that, I needed just to heal and get over it because it was very
hurtful’ (Cope 2011, P. 613). Furthermore, the research also highlights the importance
of networks and the presence of family members when recovering and coping with
failure.

Furthermore, findings show that the entrepreneurs who experienced higher
sense of negative emotions made more sense of their failure, while those who
experienced lower state of emotions towards their failure had little sensemaking
about their experiences from the failure (Byrne and Shepherd 2015). For some
entrepreneurs, it took less than two months to recover and made sense from
their failed experience and for others it took longer than two years (Amankwah-
Amoah et al. 2018). However, entrepreneurs took out time to reflect and
recover from their failed venture. Additionally, positive emotions from failed
venture also allowed the entrepreneurs to make use of cognitive strategies when
making sense of their failed venture, where they were able to make sense of
what went wrong by relating and comparing business failures to past experi-
ences (Byrne and Shepherd 2015).
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Learning from failure

After the sensemaking and recovery process, entrepreneurs mentioned that they have
learnt from their past experience through reflections and sensemaking. Additionally, the
emotional cost also helped them to learn from their past experiences. They also
expressed the need to not repeat the same mistake and not take similar decisions that
led to their initial firm failure when they engage in new entrepreneurial endeavors.
Amankwah-Amoah et al. (2018) found that the grieving period for entrepreneurs who
have experienced failure was the beginning of their learning process. The entrepreneurs
emphasized that grieve paved the way for them to evaluate the causes for their previous
failure. The findings also expressed further how negative emotions can yield positive
outcomes because it gives the entrepreneurs enough time to reflect and articulate the
causes of failure and find the opportunity to make changes with future venture
engagements. They were able to learn more about their venture and why it failed, their
networks and external relationships and also how to better manage their firm in the
future (Amankwah-Amoah et al. 2018; Singh et al. 2007; Cope 2011; Walsh 2017).

Apart from learning and reflecting on what did not work in the firm that led to
failure, the findings also show that entrepreneurs learn more about themselves during
the reflection and sensemaking stage (Cope 2011). When reflecting on his experience
an entrepreneur expressed how he has become more resilient because of what he has
learnt from his business failure and the processed he went through during that period
(Cope 2011, P.616). Additionally, another entrepreneur expressed ‘I’ve never been the
same since…I’ve never had the same total confidence as I had in those days, which has
been good and bad’ (Cope 2011. P. 616). Categorically, entrepreneurs use the infor-
mation of what they have learned during the coping and sensemaking phase to become
self-aware of their weaknesses and strengths. Besides becoming aware of their
strengths and weaknesses, the entrepreneurs also brought with them their prior skills
and knowledge which expedited their learning process.

Outcome of failure

Competence development

Studies show that even though the entrepreneurs failed in their venture attempt, they
were able to gain new knowledge and skills from engaging in the venture. The
entrepreneurs made use of these competence during the process of failure to mitigate
the effect from the event (Minello et al. 2014). In addition, learning from this failure
also made them more aware of how much they developed during their initial venture
engagement. For instance, findings highlight that their prior experience, expertise and
network gained from the initial failed firm motivated them to re-enter the venture in
which they previously failed from (Amankwah-Amoah et al. 2018).

New opportunity identification

Learning from failure and gaining new insights, the studies show that the entrepreneurs
moved ahead to seek for other business opportunities using the knowledge and
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networks that they already established. This provided the entrepreneurs with the ability
to exploit new business opportunities (Amankwah-Amoah et al. 2018). The findings
show that entrepreneurs moved ahead to seek and recognize opportunities, seen new
niche and fields where they re-established and started other firms (Atsan 2016).

Additionally, after the event of failure, venture capitalist was also interested in
investing in entrepreneurs who have previously failed, since recognizing new business
opportunities were more important for the venture capitalist than previous failures of
entrepreneurs. For instance, a venture capital in the UK expressed that it ‘depends
entirely on the concept’ of the new business opportunity (P. 158) and not on the fact
that the entrepreneur has previously failed (Cope et al. 2004). Another venture capitalist
also stated that since failure is an experience, they will support entrepreneurs seeking
for new opportunities rather than new and novice entrepreneurs. She states ‘I would
prefer to back a failed entrepreneur, subject to seeing what the failure was. .. than a new
starter’ (Cope et al. 2004: P. 161).

New venture engagement

Most entrepreneurs who experience failure and learned from it, usually use their
failed experience as an opportunity to engage in new venture. Findings high-
light that the process in founding a new business venture is one means
entrepreneurs use to recover from their previous failed experiences
(Amankwah-Amoah et al. 2018; Walsh 2017). Walsh (2017) highlight that in
order to effectively re-enter and start a new venture, entrepreneurs must learn to
detach themselves from the failed firm, acknowledge that the firm has failed,
and deflect from stigmatization (P.103). Additionally, entrepreneurs also express
that their previous failed experiences help them to direct their future business
and career path and the decisions leading to it (Dias and Teixeira 2017).

Discussion and conclusion

Based on the meta- interpretation (meta- ethnography and grounded formal theory),
previously identified components of what happens after failure and different means in
which entrepreneurs manage failure were substantiated. Although some of the reports
took on greater significance and relationships among concepts were clarified, the
present study contributes by consolidating different conceptual components from
several qualitative studies and bringing these broad spectrum of data together so as to
provide an overview of the phenomenon studied. Although evolving, entrepreneurial
and firm failure should not be considered as a new concept but rather a stream of
research that helps understand more about the entrepreneurial and firm process. This
understanding has therefore presented the distinctions between business failure and exit
(e.g., DeTienne 2010).

The nature of firm failure can be a psychological, social and economic rollercoaster
for entrepreneurs who experience failure such as bankruptcy, discontinuation or any
type of involuntary exit (Amankwah-Amoah et al. 2018; Cardon et al. 2011; Cope et al.
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2004; Cope 2011; Singh et al. 2007). This is due to the fact that entrepreneurs liking
their venture to family members or loved ones. Thus, leading them to devote economic
(finance) and psychological (emotions) investment into their venture as a result of the
significance they attach to these ventures. When the realization that failure has oc-
curred, the entrepreneurs experience several costs. They experience similar emotional
process as either denying failure by delaying it for so long before finally, accepting it
(Shepherd 2003; Shepherd et al. 2009) or accept the failure right away. Regardless,
these entrepreneurs still experience some sought of negative emotions such as grief and
regret. The findings from the synthesized reports demonstrates that grief is one emotion
that most entrepreneurs go through when their firm fails. This leads them to reminisce
over the failed venture and mourn their venture as though they lost a close relative or
friend. Additionally, during the process of grief, they tend to not only disconnect
themselves from those around them (such as their networks) but also attribute blame
to themselves for failing and hoped the actions and decisions leading to failure were
different (Mantere et al. 2013). Contrary to the former, some entrepreneurs express
positive emotions even after the failure. This positive emotion serves as beneficial
when getting over the emotional loss of the venture and aid quick recovery (Shepherd
2003; Singh et al. 2007).

Leading to the experience and cost of failure, entrepreneurs also experience impact
from these failures where they have to transition through recovering from the said
failure, coping and making sense from such failure and eventually learning from the
failure. The findings show that entrepreneurs who experience more emotions during the

Fig. 1 A process model on how entrepreneurs experience and manage failure

International Entrepreneurship and Management Journal (2021) 17:1441–1468 1463



failure phase recover quicker from the failure (Byrne and Shepherd 2015). Notwith-
standing, after experiencing failure, entrepreneurs find different means to recover from
it. More specifically, they cope by reminiscing and making logical reasons why the
venture failed, thereby making sense of such failure (Singh et al. 2007). With logical
explanations and reasons for the circumstances that led to failure, the entrepreneurs are
able to learn from their failure. They recall on what, how and why they failed. This
conscious action and sensemaking from their firm failure, generates more knowledge
on future actions to take.

Results from the synthesis highlight that entrepreneurs yield positive outcomes when
they are able to make sense of their failure and learn from it. They are more equipped
with more knowledge and experience from previous engagement, where they are able
to make better decisions for future actions and engagements. The results show that with
this knowledge and experience, entrepreneurs gain more competence from their previ-
ous engagement to apply to their prospective engagement. Additionally, the entrepre-
neurs use their previous and new acquired knowledge after failure to either seek for
new venture opportunities or start new ventures in the same line of business.

The study first contributes to the research on failure by highlighting the state of art of
research on failure by presenting a figure on the process of how entrepreneurs manage
firm failure. Figure 1 highlights that entrepreneurs go between the experience, cost and
the impact of failure and the transition phase in order for them to not just grief the
process of failure but at the same time recover and make sense from the failure.
Constant iteration between experiencing the failure and the impact of the failure aid
the entrepreneurs into taking further actions towards new opportunity identification and
new venture creation.

The findings provide insights on how entrepreneurs manage failure by focusing on
what happens after entrepreneurial ventures have failed. Three overarching themes
evolved from a meta interpretations (a combination of meta- ethnography and grounded
formal theory): The experience and cost of failure; The impact and transition from
failure and; The outcome of failure. Within these themes, several aspects for future
theoretical contributions were identified.

First, the findings recall how (positive and negative) emotions are important
for coping and recovering through failure. Although the records on the positive
outcomes from positive emotions were less frequent/studied as compared to the
outcomes of the experience of negative emotions (Shepherd and Cardon 2009;
Byrne and Shepherd 2015), future research can also benefit more from how
positive emotions can either expedite or hinder the recovery process from
failure and if positive emotions will always yield positive outcomes after the
experience from failure.

Second, the findings from the synthesis emphasize that after the experience and
learning from failure, entrepreneurs either seek for new business opportunities or
engage in similar business ventures to the failed venture. Findings however, did not
highlight if some of these entrepreneurs gain paid employment after their failure rather
than starting new ventures or how many of those who have failed seek gained
employment. Future research can look into those entrepreneurs who seek gained
employment instead of starting new ventures so as to highlight their motivations,
reasons and consequences of such actions.
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Third, although the findings highlight psychological, physiological, social and
financial cost of failure, limited research still remains on the physiological conse-
quences on failure. Such as how and to what extent firm failure affects the health
and standard of living of these entrepreneurs who have experienced failure and how
they manage such influences. More knowledge from future research would provide
more insights into answering these questions.

Finally, the current study presents a model that discusses how entrepreneurs expe-
rience and manage failure. Starting from the experience and cost of failure, to the
impact from failure and then the outcome of failure. More knowledge on the dynamic
process of the experiences of failure may provide more insight on the means entrepre-
neurs take for future venture engagement or disengagement.

The current research responds to an ongoing discussion on how entrepreneurship
research can apply various ways in which qualitative research can aid in extending and
providing deeper understanding in the research field (Suddaby et al. 2015). Therefore,
the originality of applying the methodological approach of a meta-interpretation in
entreprneurship research welcome reactions either to challenge or object.

Limitations and future research

The nature of the methodology, however, is not without limitations. The qualitative
synthesis may raise practical, epistemological and methodological questions. The
goal for conducting this kind of research however is to bring together several
findings on a particular topic, theme, or subject through the re-interpretation of
published findings rather than primary data. Thus, allowing the results from the
synthesis to go beyond the description and presentation of results in literature
review and involve conceptual development, which is distinct from the quantitative
meta- analysis. Given that the current study adopted two methods for synthesizing
qualitative research – meta-ethnography and the formal grounded theory, − future
research can therefore explore other methods to identify if new or different catego-
ries would evolve or to see if the current outcome of the synthesis is influenced by
the specific method adopted.

Further, the findings were only restricted to the results from the synthesized
qualitative results therefore omitting results from quantitative research. However,
this study aimed to seek deeper knowledge and understanding on the phenomenon
concerning how entrepreneurs manage failure and not to seek for numerical or
quantitative synthesis that includes causations and effects. Although there are
several qualitative, quantitative and conceptual papers on entrepreneurial and busi-
ness failure, the present qualitative synthesis highlights some remarkable similari-
ties in the several studies analyzed which, identified different reoccurring themes
that arose in entrepreneurial failure management (for instance, themes such grief,
regret, coping, and entrepreneurial learning). This finding does not just show some
repetition in the synthesized studies but also to provide avenue on the extensions of
the above themes in future research. Based on these findings, future research can
therefore explore more on how entrepreneurs engage in new venture opportunities
after the occurrence of failure.
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