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Abstract 

This paper is an explorative paper into the phenomena of how an idea about starting a business, 

in the very beginning of the entrepreneurial venture, develops often into a tentative business 

idea/model and later a company. This paper therefore models the actual process of further 

developing a seed business idea to an entrepreneurial opportunity. Following a longitudinal 

approach that includes standardized questioning surveys, interviews as well as journal notes, we 

collected data from master students in France, Germany, and Sweden (four in each country). We 

applied an abductive method with qualitative content analysis to identify and model  the first part 

of the incubation process. The key results reveal that the emerging entrepreneurial process 

consists of four iterative and mutually interrelated sub processes of discovery, articulation, 

reflection, and enactment (DARE) that capture the entrepreneurial activities and that are induced 

by the individual background (including experiences). The paper discusses propositions derived, 

and provides some directions for future research in the field. 
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1. Introduction 

From many years in academia, we have observed a growing interest and an intensified 

discussion about opportunities in the entrepreneurship field (for example Ardichvili et al. 2003; 

Hjorth et al. 2008; Lumpkin/Bergmann Lichtenstein 2005; Mullins et al. 2006; Welter et al. 

2008). Despite most of the scholars agree that the opportunity identification process is a central 

concept for entrepreneurship, further research in opportunity exploration, recognition, and 

exploitation in diverse contexts is needed. Identification of a marketable opportunity which 

promises significant gaining prospects is an important initial step if not the key factor in the 

entrepreneurial process. Certainly, the decision to create a new venture often arises from the 

belief that a unique and valuable opportunity has been identified − an opportunity which no one 

else has exploited yet. Hence, the question arises how people recognize opportunities for new 

products or services with profit potential. ({Baron 2004 #201}) 

In particular, a process view on the identification or creation of opportunities has rarely been 

adopted so far. However, it seems to be obvious that entrepreneurial opportunities do not emerge 

from one second to another, but that these are the result of a ─sometimes even long-term─ 

process. By the focus of tracing this process, this study seeks to make a notable contribution to 

answer the question how especially individuals identify opportunities. We know, of course, that 

often entrepreneurship is also of a collective nature (arise in networks). In this study, we have 

focused on the students and their processes. 

This paper is an explorative paper into the phenomena of how an idea about starting a 

business, in the very beginning of the entrepreneurial venture, develops often into a tentative 

business idea/model and later a company. The study‟s originality is based on a comparative 

mixed-method longitudinal approach conducted in France, Germany, and Sweden. The 

participants were master students who attend similar courses in entrepreneurship and business 
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management. In our research, we use a qualitative method of investigation and analysis (Bjerke 

2008; Mayring 2000; and Yin 2003) including two in-depth semi-structured interviews per 

participant, surveys/questionnaires, and weekly journal writing.  

The first assumption that we hold is that the students will not work with their emerging 

entrepreneurial project in a rational work mode. We rather assume they will work in a more 

explorative and iterative work manner based on, for example, testing their business idea in 

practice, in venture labs (i.e. incubators) and/or with colleagues, as well as getting their needed 

relevant data collected, for example market size, target groups, value of concept/offering, 

meeting some experts and friends. 

The second assumption that we hold is that the students in their entrepreneurial process will 

begin this either as personal vision in order to become an entrepreneur (that is, make a 

difference/“where they act as if”) or with an indicative business idea in mind (Carter et al. 2003). 

The third assumption that we hold is that the differences in the above emerging process, in 

the different three countries that occurs, is more due to the different courses and their unique 

design, than due to specific country characteristics. 

The purpose of this paper is three-fold: First, to present an understanding of how a business 

idea is initiated and nurtured in the very beginning of the entrepreneurial venture. Second, by 

analyzing how potential entrepreneurs (with a vision of or a particular business idea in mind) 

have identified and worked on their business idea(s) in becoming and transforming their tentative 

idea(s) towards a sustainable opportunity and company. Third, to discuss the main findings (for 

example similarities and differences) from this comparative study conducted in three countries.  
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2 Theoretical Framework and State of Research 

In order to position our study and its contribution we present, in this section of the paper, the 

theoretical framework that has governed the study. The framework consists of three inter-

connected parts; the first is the business idea, the second is opportunity recognition (OR) and its 

(incubation) process and the third is human capacity (internal and external; that is, network). 

The Business Idea Model 

The model of business idea was originally articulated by Normann (1975, 2001). It 

principally consists of three interlinked and mutually dependant parts (subsystems): a) The 

Market niche (target group segments), b) the offering (a combination of products, service and 

“systems solutions”) and c) the organisation structure (resources and competences). In various 

entrepreneurial venture processes, whether concerning a start-up entrepreneur or a corporate 

intrapreneur, this generic, systematic, and conceptual model can “function/act as” both a 

theoretical “frame” to investigate into a) the basic assumptions of these three subsystems and b) 

investigate into how they interact with each other and/or c) with the societal (that is, macro) and 

business (that is, micro) environments. By investigating into this the entrepreneur(s) can more 

identify the strategic gaps (for example Johnson, Scholes and Whittington 2011) that may exist in 

their perceived and pursued market niches and orchestrate the entrepreneurial/organisational 

capabilities to their best uses/utilization. Recently, for example Osterwalder and Pigneur (2010) 

have elaborated the original model of business idea (Normann 1975) into a more collaborative, 

interactive, “design intensive” and actionable strategy model/tool, “the business model canvas” to 

focus on, for example, how the entrepreneurial venture and its innovative strategies (both 

strategic and operational) can be put into practice. In this paper we focus only on emerging start-

ups among student entrepreneurs and not on corporate entrepreneurship that can be in established 

companies or organisations. 
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The OR Process 

While there are many articles that examine the role of individual background factors on OR 

(for example Shane 2000; Shepherd, DeTienne 2005; Ucbasaran, Westhead, and Wright 2009; 

Arenius, De Clerq 2005), only very few authors tried to model the OR process so far. This might 

be due to the assumption that OR is a single event, colloquially a “light bulb moment” or more 

formally a sudden insight. A single event whether it is influenced by diverse factors or not, does 

not need to be modeled itself. Few authors, however, describe OR as a development. The 

opportunity does not arise from one moment to the next, but it has to be elaborated from a first 

clue to a real promising opportunity. Table 1 list OR process models and those models that at 

least include the OR process as a sub process of the broader venture creation process. 

Ardichvili and colleagues (2003) model a complex interplay of different approaches using 

mediator variables. Particularly, this approach is promising because it integrates interaction 

effects of variables coming from different approaches. The authors integrate human capital and 

trait variables which influence the personal network. The latter itself influences the 

entrepreneurial alertness which itself explains OR. Network and alertness serve as mediator 

variables. Due to its complexity, further steps are needed for testing this framework empirically. 

Still this is not a process model itself. The “core process” including perception, discovery, or 

creation of an opportunity as it is defined by Ardichvili and colleagues remain as a “black box”. 

An earlier valuable model of the entire venture creation process was developed by Bhave 

(1994). He describes venture creation as an iterative, nonlinear, feedback-driven, conceptual, and 

physical process and distinguishes between internally and externally stimulated OR as part of this 

process. The author divides the venture creation process into the opportunity stage (business 

concept), the technology set-up and organization-creation stage (production technology), and the 
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exchange stage (product). Hence, he does not model the OR process in detail, but includes it as 

one stage in the whole venture creation process. 

Lumpkin and Bergmann Lichtenstein propose a creativity-based model of OR (Lumpkin, 

Bergmann Lichtenstein 2005; Lumpkin, Hills, Shrader 2004; Hills, Shrader, Lumpkin 1999) that 

includes the stages: preparation, incubation, insight, evaluation, and elaboration (Lumpkin, 

Bergmann Lichtenstein 2005). While the early stages of preparation and incubation deal with 

former experience and knowledge as well as reflection on ideas, insight represents the “eureka” 

moment of recognizing an idea as a potential business opportunity. More concretely, Hansen and 

Lumpkin (2009) identify that there might be “many small insights” or a “cumulative „aha‟-type 

insight” and that the recognition of an opportunity is an “iterative looping back process”. It is not 

until the following evaluation stage that an idea can be judged a feasible opportunity. Evaluation 

means that the individual starts to test the market and collects feedback from third parties, while 

elaboration encompasses further planning and the attempt to convince external persons. 

According to Hansen and Lumpkin (2009), this may include “business planning, organizing, 

legitimacy seeking, building a support system, selecting options, [and] organizing resources”. 

Hence, evaluation and elaboration should bring to light whether a raw idea is at the same time a 

feasible and promising opportunity. This model has been divided into two main stages – 

discovery and formation. Preparation, incubation, and insight comprise the discovery, whereas 

evaluation and elaboration represent the formation (Hansen, Lumpkin 2009). However, an 

opportunity can only be declared successful through retrospective examination, that is, in 

longitudinal research, which is often not feasible because of the high demands it makes on 

resources. In this paper, we focus on the OR process of emerging start-ups among students. 

 

The Personal Background and OR (Human Capacity and Network) 
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Numerous research reveals human capital (HC) and network embeddedness to have a central 

impact on OR. Frank and Mitterer (2009) identify a HC school (Shane 2000; Shepherd, DeTienne 

2005; Ucbasaran, Westhead 2002; Ucbasaran et al. 2003a; Ucbasaran et al. 2003b; Ucbasaran et 

al. 2008, Ucbasaran et al. 2009; Westhead et al. 2009; Alsos, Kaikkonen 2004; Smith et al. 2009; 

Lee, Venkataraman 2006; Corbett 2007; Choi et al. 2008; Gielnik et al. in press) and a social 

capital/network school (Jack, Anderson 2002; Aldrich, Cliff 2003; Arenius, De Clerq 2005; 

Ozgen, Baron 2007; Bhagavatula et al. 2010; Kwon, Arenius 2010) to be two of the leading 

schools in the research area of OR.  

Applying human capital theory to OR research, people‟s capacity to recognize and develop 

entrepreneurial opportunities is assumed to depend positively on their general and specific HC 

(Becker 1975). The former builds on for example education and work experience, the latter is 

based on for example business ownership experience, industry knowledge, management 

experience, and technical capabilities (Brüderl et al. 1998). It is hypothesized that OR depends on 

the availability of information and prior knowledge (Hayek 1945) which itself can depend on 

education and/or experience. Furthermore, knowledge helps to value and exploit information in 

an economic sense. HC, in particular specific HC such as industry knowledge and business 

ownership experience, is positively related to OR. 

Further, social capital or network theory presumes that the social capital of the entrepreneur 

has got a positive influence on OR (Aldrich, Zimmer 1986; Johannisson 1988; Brüderl et al. 

1998) More precisely, the embeddedness of the entrepreneur in social relationships (networks) 

enables a selective access to distinct information (via opportunities) which can be hindering or 

fostering for OR. In most articles the expressions „social capital‟ and „network‟ are misleadingly 

used synonymously, ignoring that the social capital of any network can differ: High social capital 
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means strong internal relationships in the network enabling an easy use of external contacts of 

other members (De Carolis, Saparito 2006). 

This paper seeks to identify and trace the start-up process of master students in France, 

Germany, and Sweden. It examines how master students progress in the process of developing an 

entrepreneurial opportunity while studying at the university. For this purpose, an empirical study 

has been conducted with four master students in three countries. In the following, the empirical 

investigation will be outlined. In doing so, information will be given on design and sample, as 

well as the methodology followed in chapter four by the results. 

3 Empirical Investigation (Methods and Material) 

Research Design 

We have used an abductive method (Alvesson and Skoldberg, 2009) in order to investigate 

into the phenomena of emerging student entrepreneurship. “Abduction is probably the method 

used in real practice in many case-based research studies. In abduction (often surprising) a 

single case is interpreted from a hypothetic overarching pattern, which, if it were true, explains 

the case in question. The interpretation should then be strengthened by new observations (new 

uses). The method has some characteristics of both induction and deduction, but it is very 

important to keep in mind that abduction neither formally, nor informally, is a simple „mix‟ of 

these, nor can be reduced to these; it adds new, specific elements. During the process, the 

empirical area of application is successively developed and the theory (the overarching pattern) 

is also adjusted and refined. In its focus on underlying patterns, abduction also differs 

advantageously from the two other shallower models of explanation. The differences are, in other 

words, that it includes understanding as well.” (Alvesson and Skoldberg, 2009, 4). 



10 

 

   

In this research project, we have used this method, especially in alignment with identifying 

categories from the empirical collected data material from the student entrepreneurs and from 

comparing it with existing entrepreneurial theories and models. In the collected data we have 

looked for overarching patterns of explanation of the student‟s similar and different behaviors 

and actions in starting and becoming entrepreneurs: that is from the idea to the opportunity. 

In this approach, four master students in each of the three countries (ID‟s: F1 to F4 for 

France; G1 to G4 for Germany; S1 to S4 for Sweden) have been accompanied during about 

twelve weeks of their semester between October 2010 and January 2011 in France and in 

Germany. In Sweden, the time frame has been altered because of access to students due to other 

courses/projects. So, the Swedish students have been followed from February to April 2011 (9 

weeks). This study is a pilot of a mixed-method longitudinal approach that includes an in-class 

questionnaire as well as a personal interview at the beginning of the study as well as weekly 

journal notes and a final interview.  

This research design has allowed us a deeper assessment at the early entrepreneurial process 

of individuals who can be assumed to be so-called “high-potential” entrepreneurs later on as they 

enjoy the privilege of getting an academic education. These individuals are at the same time 

highly involved in their studies which lets us assume that their entrepreneurial process is 

currently not prioritized and therefore will be carried on for a longer time period. On the other 

hand, these students might get a special “input” or “triggers” that allow them to progress in order 

to identify opportunities of important value (including economical potential). The three master 

programmes the participants belong to will be illustrated later in this part. 

Qualitative Content Analysis According to Mayring  

The interviews were analyzed by means of qualitative content analysis according to Mayring 

(Mayring 2000; 2008). He offers an approach of “systematic, rule guided qualitative text 
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analysis” that focuses on methodological strengths of quantitative content analysis and widens 

them to a concept of a qualitative analyzing procedure. The object of qualitative content analysis 

can be all sort of recorded communication such as transcripts of interviews, protocols of 

observations or video tapes. Apart from the manifest content of the material latent content such as 

context information can be analyzed. Qualitative content analysis can be defined as “an 

approach of empirical, methodological controlled analysis of texts within their context of 

communication, following content analytical rules and step by step models” (Mayring 2000, 2). 

The qualitative content analysis according to Mayring comprises two central approaches: 

inductive category development and deductive category application (see also our application of 

this using the method of abduction according to Alvesson and Skoldberg 2009). Our approach 

has been done in order to go beyond the mere category application (see above) to also 

encapsulate the development of existing understandings (including models) on explaining sub 

processes in the entire start-up process. By applying and comparing the categories we have 

developed a new interpretation which hopefully can both complement the existing 

theories/models and better explain especially the emerging OR process for student nascent 

entrepreneurs at universities during the finishing of the entrepreneurial education. 

Guideline for Questionnaire, Interviews, and Weekly Journal Notes as well as Procedure 

By means of an initial questionnaire, we collected information about the participants‟ 

understanding of a business idea, about their business ideas, about their intentions to get self-

employed one day or more precisely in the near future (five years), about their understanding of 

becoming an entrepreneur and about essential entrepreneurial characteristics. Further, we 

collected demographic information such as gender, level, and specialities of their study courses, 

entrepreneurial background of their families, family composition, and experience such as self-

employment or general work experience. 
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During the initial interview, we collected detailed information about business ideas. Further, 

we used the interview to identify which steps the participants have already been gone through in 

the process of OR. We got information about the courses in entrepreneurship the participants 

attended before or were attending during the current semester. In addition, we assessed the 

students‟ network embedding (membership in online and offline networks, private and business) 

as well as reading of newspapers or magazines in the fields of entrepreneurship and innovation.  

In order to trace the OR processes in real time the participants kept a diary during a period of 

twelve weeks in France and in Germany and of nine weeks in Sweden respectively. They took 

journal notes on a weekly basis (that structures their student lives best because most of the course 

meetings take place weekly) answering the questions about changes in their business idea, things 

they did or relevant information they achieved and influenced on their ideas as listed in Appendix 

1. 

The Master Programmes of the Student Participants in France, Germany, and Sweden 

France: Master Programme in Entrepreneurship, Innovation & Project Management. The 

Master Programme in Entrepreneurship, Innovation & Project Management at the University 

Paris-Dauphine, France, is a one-year professional programme with a main focus on 

entrepreneurship and project management in innovative areas. The participants are in their second 

year of the master program (semesters three and four) and the students can have management, 

economic, human, engineering or commercial background in their former year (semesters one 

and two). It includes interactive lectures (entrepreneurship & innovation, project management, 

budgeting, business model, industrial properties, entrepreneurship behaviour, communication and 

business English) and entrepreneurial missions (promotion of the master, organization of 

conferences, special studies, etc.) that emphasise entrepreneurship (semester three). The last 

semester (semester four) is devoted to entrepreneurial missions, business plan workshop (two 
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months working with and for a new entrepreneur, to built her/his BP, by team of three) and six 

months internship (in France or abroad, in all types of companies –start-up, counselling, medium 

or large, banks, etc- or to set up their own business). The number of students in the master 

program is 24 students per year. 

Germany: Master Programme in Management & Entrepreneurship. The Master Programme 

in Management & Entrepreneurship in Lueneburg, Germany, is a two-year-master programme 

with a main focus on management. It includes three lectures that emphasise on entrepreneurship, 

one of which is called “entrepreneurship” (third semester) and two of which focus on innovation 

(second semester) and basics in management (first semester) including single lessons on 

entrepreneurship and intrapreneurship. The module “entrepreneurship” includes a research-based 

lecture (discussion of conceptual and empirical papers) with an entrepreneur round at the end as 

reflection as well as courses in business panning and a two-day conference, including research 

presentations, a podium discussion, practical workshops led by experts in start-up counselling 

and training, and students‟ idea pitches. Students who major in business economics also attend a 

lecture in start-up management (first semester) with a focus on tools, such as risk management or 

project management techniques, as well as a seminar in start-up counselling (second semester). 

The number of students in the master program is approximately 200 students per year. 

Sweden: Master Programme in Entrepreneurship and Green Business Leadership. The 

Master Programme in Entrepreneurship and Green Business Leadership at SLU − at the 

Agricutural University, Alnarp, Sweden, is a one-year professional programme with a main focus 

on start-up entrepreneurship and project management. The programme is designed and delivered 

in close collaboration with the local industries in various, mainly agricultural 

companies/contexts: From local farms to industries producing tourism and milk with the focus on 

SME‟s and particularly start-ups. It builds upon their earlier studies at the bachelor levels and 
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also upon their former work experiences. The recruitment of the students comes from 

multidisciplinary fields such as landscaping, garden design, farming, tourism etc. in order to 

enhance the multi-perspective approach in both, course design and delivery, such as examination 

formats and teamwork. This is done to “mirrow” the future entrepreneurial venturing and its 

various challenges. The program consist of courses such as, entrepreneurial platform, project 

management, revenue flows and cost structure, legal considerations, service- and relationship 

marketing, CSR & Ethics and business strategy. The number of students in the master program is 

approximately 25 students per year. 

Sample 

F1 is a French male, aged 22, who did not follow entrepreneurship before this year. He had 

work experience during summertime (three months and a half) and has been project manager in 

the university Junior Enterprise during two years (2010/2011). F1 is embedded in networks 

linked with his project that is music networks, and is an active member on Facebook. His family 

rank is two out of three and he has no entrepreneurship family background at all. F1 has a project 

linked with art & website, since 2008, and works with three other young men. 

F2 is a French female, aged 23, who had one optional entrepreneurship course in her 

undergraduate programme (L3), in Madrid. She began to work on her father‟s idea for the course 

and he still wants to set up this business. So this year, she worked again on this idea and the 

company is nearly created, in the area of wealth audit. Her father is a doctor. F2 does not really 

have working experience, except for this project. She is not in networks and is the second in her 

family out of four children. Nobody in the family has been entrepreneur. 

F3 is a French male, aged 22, who attended a project management course last year (in the 

first semester of the master) at another university. The idea was, by team of ten, to write a book 

on entrepreneurship environment and he finished to be the leader of his group. He had a lot of 
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working experiences, as in summertime and during his courses (except this year). F3 found his 

idea, advertisement in new places, during summer 2009 and worked on it in parallel to his 

courses. His family is not an entrepreneurial family, except his mother who has recently become 

entrepreneur. F3 has a no special network and has a young brother. 

F4 is a French male, aged 25, who lives with his girl friend. He attended an entrepreneurship 

course in Canada specialized in business management (three hours during twelve weeks) where 

he learnt to write a business plan. He had a lot of working experience (political local campaign, 

internship in the USA to build a business during three months, advisor for creators in Canada, 

creation of a website for entrepreneurs‟ association). F4 is embedded in networks. His family is 

not in the business and his father died some years ago. He is the second and last child of the 

family. He had an idea on a website marketplace but stopped to work on it some weeks ago. 

G1 is a German female, aged 25, who has already attended courses in entrepreneurship 

during her bachelor studies. She is in her first master semester majoring in Business 

Development and currently attends a course in Start-up Management. She passed training at a 

start-up incubator and worked at the Department for Start-up Management while being a student. 

G1 ranks number two out of two children and has no entrepreneurs in her family. She is active 

member of student representatives as well as member of the examination board. Since the 

beginning of her bachelor studies, she has thoughts about self-employment. Her business idea 

focuses on a platform for regional crowd lending projects. 

G2 is a German female, aged 27, who is in her third master semester majoring in Business 

Development. She has already attended the courses of Start-up and Innovation Management. She 

currently attends the course Entrepreneurship. Before, she graduated in the so-called “Hamburg 

model” (business administration). She passed a professional training as merchant in wholesale 

and foreign trade. Further, she has two years of professional experience in an advertising agency. 
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She also worked while being a student. She is the only child and has no entrepreneurs in her 

family. G2 is active member in a sports club and on Facebook. She has thoughts on diverse raw 

ideas and makes first evaluations of each idea, such as a heated mouse (PC), a sharing network on 

the internet for appliances, a stand or online-shop for Advent wreaths, a café with special 

bakeries in Chile, and private guided tours. In summer 2011, G2 will spend one semester in 

Chile. 

G3 is a German female, aged 25 and married, who is in her third master semester majoring 

in Business Development. She has already attended the courses of Start-up Management as well 

as Management Basics, and Innovation Management. She also attended a course on internet start-

ups while studying one semester abroad during her bachelor studies. She currently attends the 

course Entrepreneurship. G3 passed a twelve-month traineeship, and worked in three companies 

while being a student. She is the first out of two children and has entrepreneurs in her family. She 

is not an active member in any networks. G3 regards herself not being in the start-up process yet, 

but generally examines whether self-employment or employment is her future way. She has 

thoughts on two raw ideas: a yoga and wellness studio for pregnant women, and an online fitness 

studio. 

G4 is a German male, aged 25, who has already attended courses on venture capital, and 

forms of start-ups during his bachelor studies. He is in his first master semester majoring in 

Business Development and currently attends a course in Start-up Management and joined an 

Entrepreneurship Congress in Berlin. G4 had some jobs in gastronomy, and tool production while 

being a student. In addition, he passed a voluntary year in event management and acquisition of 

commercial adverts as well as traineeships as assistant of a personnel board member and in a bio-

restaurant. He is the first out of two children and has some entrepreneurs in his family. He wants 

to launch a bio-fast food-restaurant. G4‟s vision is to install a Franchise concept one day because 

http://dict.leo.org/ende?lp=ende&p=Ci4HO3kMAA&search=wreath&trestr=0x8001
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he does not want to be local restaurant owner, but an entrepreneur who works on strategies and 

concepts. 

S1 is a Swedish female, age 24 who has taken entrepreneurship course. Now she is in the 

process of writing a thesis about entrepreneurship and service excellence in the field of horses.  

Have three years work experience. S1 like networking and are attending a lot of inspiring 

seminars. She wants to create something lasting and sustainable venture she says, but first focus 

on thesis this spring. Have no entrepreneurial background in her family. Very eager to probe into 

new things and ask many questions about interesting theoretical frameworks. Start building a 

both academic and industry network. 

S2 is a Swedish female, age 25 who is taking the entrepreneurship program. Have six years 

work experience at Gunnar colleges JB AB and worked as project coordinator, coach and vinegar 

producer. She has been in an entrepreneurial spirit since youth and worked with about seven 

different jobs, but never seemed pleased with staying with them for a longer time. She likes also 

very much networking and think it has great importance in giving both contacts and inspiration. 

Wants to design and invent a new organic vinegar type/taste and start local production. Very 

active in the starting blog on this venture. 

S3 is a Swedish female, age 23 who is taking the entrepreneurship program. Is the oldest of 

three siblings. Got her idea of a new business in 2010 in the field of food and technology. She is 

probing into this by doing research into the area by the internet and interviewing experts in the 

area. Have two years work experience at green farm (planting school). Her basic training is in the 

area of landscape engineering at SLU. Never thought about becoming an entrepreneur before 

entering the agricultural university and programme. She thinks network is very important and 

works with this in gently manner. Has a probing mindfulness and takes the entrepreneurship 

venture as a hobby when finishing her thesis about understanding vandalism phenomena in cities.  
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S4 is a Swedish male, age 26 who is taking the entrepreneurship program. Is the oldest of 

two siblings. He got his idea of a new business in 2009 in the field of game, hunting, nature and 

outdoor life. He has been interested in this for many years through lining on a farm with a family 

who has worked with this for long time. He wants to revamp and innovate the business with a 

partner and create something different and lasting. This concerns both the actual hunting 

experience and how to create and maintain the best outdoor surroundings. This network is of the 

greatest importance. He has now gone into a position as CEO for the family business and wants 

to transform it into an entrepreneurial venture.  

Detailed information on the students‟ sample is listed in table 3 in the appendix 2. 

4 Results  

The focus of this project has been to explore, explain, and understand how entrepreneurial 

students, in three countries, have discovered, identified, and worked on their business ideas in 

order to create opportunities. In the two-step analysis, we first found initial categories (Appendix 

3) using mainly the Mayring inductive method. These categories represent the students‟ activities 

during their OR process. The categories have then been applied to the material again (deductive 

application). Subsequently, by comparing these initial categories we found five main categories 

with subcategories that organized and synthesised the results in an overall way (Appendix 4) that 

was derived from the initial categories. 

The main initial categories, respectively activities, (Appendix 3) are the following: 

Information (during the courses, from friends & family, from other events, from media), 

Research on their business idea, talks (to professors, to potential team members), Active work on 

their idea, Produce tests & semester planning around their business idea versus Master 

programme as a priority, Feelings about their idea (process, feedback loop, thoughts on self-

employment, effect of writing things down on a regular basis) and Stop of the process.  
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Then these initial categories have been synthesized (appendix 4) in a new synthetic way: 

four main categories (and not five as expected) and twelve subcategories were identified and 

have then been synthesized into the DARE model (see figure 1) in describing, explaining and 

understanding the whole start-up process of students. 

In the following section, we describe the principal pattern of the whole process that has been 

identified during this research in order to “frame” the students‟ emerging entrepreneurial 

opportunities. The DARE- entrepreneurial process consists of four interdependent and iterative 

sub processes, based on the background of the students. The first part is the background of the 

individual nascent entrepreneur. Here we give a description and understanding of the importance 

of the factual background of the students. This includes three data sections; a) Personal– (for 

example age, sex, nationality, family background, social relationship, b) Environment (prior 

thoughts on business ideas/self-employment in general, c) Experience (networks, internships, 

prior work experience, education, leisure, prior role models). 

Our proposed Dare- model is based on a start process and includes sub processes. This is due 

to that the usual decomposition in phases did not fit with a population of students and their 

working mode because of their manner to react in a not fully rational way, due to intensive 

entrepreneurship course curriculum. That is the reason why we do not use the expression 

“phases” but the expression “sub processes”.  

Sub process 1: DISCOVERY. This initial process includes two main activities. Either the 

student discovers a vision of a forthcoming and emerging business idea or decides to act “as if” 

as an entrepreneur by putting them in a mode for envision and starting an entrepreneurial venture. 

Sub process 2: ARTICULATION. In this process, the potential entrepreneur puts their mind 

into to articulate; explicit or/and implicit, what kind of idea they got by getting more momentum 
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and actions into the first discovery: Either by doing concrete activities of, for example, 

researching the business idea and/or by thinking and discussing about the idea or future 

opportunities for them as potential entrepreneur in his or her family, partners and network. 

Sub process 3: REFLECTION In this process, the major activities that occurs in this sub 

process are the validation of the potential entrepreneurial direction and actions including critical 

examination with mainly oneself, but also the personal network; spouse, family, business 

partners, financial institutes and other significant stakeholders that one can trust and gets 

perspectives on the initial idea. 

Finally, the sub process 4 ENACTMENT concerns activities towards action in the finishing 

process towards commercialization and the fulfillment of the entrepreneurial venture/business 

idea into a company. 

 

5 Discussion 

We made three initial work assumptions as follows; 1) Students entrepreneurs do not work 

on their idea in a fully “logical and rational” work mode, but more in an explorative and iterative 

working mode; 2) They will begin in their entrepreneurial process either as personal vision to 

become an entrepreneur or with an indicative business idea in mind; 3) The differences and 

similarities that we will find in the research - are more due to the different master courses than 

countries and its significant culture.  

In our analysis of the results we have found that for French students, assumption 1 is totally 

true (especially at the beginning of the process, they work on their idea when they can get time or 

this activity; but when the idea becomes more and more a “business”, they react and work on it 

more seriously). Excuses to do other things are numerous too. Assumption 2 is also totally true:  
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two of them wanted to become an entrepreneur (to be free, to prove to his parents, to make 

money) even one has stopped to work on his idea; one had an indicative idea linked to his passion 

of art and one had her father‟s idea. Assumption 3 is also confirmed in the sense of French and 

Swedish programmes are more similar than the German one. In these two programmes, students 

are only 24 or 25 and the way they work with the professors and professionals is different. The 

same remark is valid about the aim of the programmes: these two are focused on project 

management & entrepreneurship while German one is much centred on management. 

For the German students, assumption 1 can also be confirmed. Some of the students are 

rather at the beginning of the OR process and accordingly, they work on their business idea(s) 

respectively their idea of getting self-employed itself when they are not too busy with other 

things, such as their entrepreneurial studies. As soon as they proceed in the OR process (in 

particular G4), they make it a priority. Assumption 2 also holds for the German students: they 

start the OR process either as personal vision to become an entrepreneur or with an indicative 

business idea in mind. In the case of Germany, the master programme focuses on management 

with few courses in entrepreneurship. Some of the students would like to emphasize more on the 

latter, but most of them do not enter the programme with the clear idea of being entrepreneur 

beforehand. The programme includes content learning, such as business planning, and sensitizing 

courses, but is not a strict escort of the individual process. This is why the German students 

probably proceed less in the process during one semester than in the other two master 

programmes (not countries) investigated here (assumption 3).  

For the Swedish students, assumption 1 is, as for the French and the German students, is also 

fully verified that they initially work in a more iterative manner (non-rational), but when they 

have got some momentum, they work become more focused on addressing the fulfillment (i.e. 

goal) of their specific entrepreneurial venture. Assumption 2 concerned that the students in their 
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entrepreneurial process will begin their entrepreneurial venture as personal vision in order to 

become an entrepreneur or with an indicative business idea in mind. For three of four students 

this was developed from their stand point that they wanted to do something out of their current 

personal situation/background. Only one student had a specific business idea from the start. It is 

possible to say that they put themselves in a certain proactive mindset that searched for and 

created the emerging business idea and then lead them towards the realization of this opportunity. 

Assumption 3 is also verified (but in a no so explicit manner). When analyzing the weekly 

journals the Swedish students seems to get a lot from the academic program and courses a modus 

operandi that voiced “I can do it”/”make a difference”. This is captured, in especially, how they 

used they wordings in the weekly journals and during interviews. So by attending the course and 

also being part of this research study (with filling in a lot of personal reflections in weekly 

journals during their emerging process) provided them with more focus and power to address 

their entrepreneurial venture. This latter statement is verified by all three countries. Another 

valuable contribution has been derived from this research is the DARE - model of emerging 

entrepreneurship (see figure 1).  

Limitations 

There are some limitations of this study that have to be discussed here. While this article 

reports a mixed-method longitudinal study, it has to be stated that OR is a long-term process, in 

particular when it comes to students‟ OR processes. They “work” on their ideas more or less 

during their scarce leisure time and it can take years until the OR process accelerates. Our 

research design included two interviews and weekly journals on a three-months period which is 

certainly still not long enough to trace the whole OR process.  Hence, a follow-up study is needed 

to comprehend the process from the very beginning until the opportunity exploitation. 
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A further point is, while there was heterogeneity in the sample with respect to some 

attributes, such as the branch of the business idea and the country (three countries involved), 

there was more or less homogeneity with respect to individuals‟ schooling in this study. All the 

participants were students in a master program on entrepreneurship and more. Through future 

surveys, it needs to be confirmed that the derived models can also be applied to students of other 

master and bachelor program. Further, following multi-country studies have to reveal whether the 

models hold for individual OR processes in other countries and cultures. However, saturation of 

information gained with the present sample can be stated. 

The original data collected of this multi-country study (questionnaires, interviews, and 

weekly journals) has been assessed in three different languages (French, German, and Swedish) 

which might cause misunderstandings. However, the questionnaires as well as the guidelines for 

interviews and weekly journal notes have been translated beforehand. The authors discussed this 

until there was a 100 percent agreement on expressions and meanings. Further, all the data 

material has been translated afterwards. There was also agreement of a sound understanding of 

the translated texts.  

Future Directions 

In addition, this study suggests further avenues for future research. Confirmative studies are 

required to test the proposed DARE-model both qualitative and quantitatively. Admittedly, a 

deeper research effort is required to fuller investigate into and evaluate the emerging student 

entrepreneurial process and its complex interdependencies through for example a quantitative 

panel study. Particularly, scholars should focus on integrative approaches that trace OR as a 

process while they integrate factors, such as alertness, pattern recognition, or industry experience, 

that have been proved to be drivers of OR. 
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What is more, the value (e.g. economic value of an opportunity) cannot be assessed unless 

the processes of OR and the exploitation of an opportunity are investigated simultaneously. 

Again and even more, extensive and costly longitudinal studies are required ({Behave 1994 

#472}). 
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Tables and Figures 

 

Table 1 

OR Process Models 

Author(s) Year Main Factors 

Bhave (1994) 

 

Internally stimulated OR 

Externally stimulated OR 

Stages: 

- Opportunity 

- Technological set-up 

- Organization-creation 

- Exchange 

Ardichvili et al. (2003) Mediator variables enact in OR process:  

networks and alertness 

Stages: 

- Perception 

- Discovery 

- Creation 

Lumpkin, Bergmann Lichtenstein 

(2005 ) 

Hansen, Lumpkin (2009) 

Stages: 

- Discovery 

      - preparation 

      - incubation 

      - insight 

- Formation 

      - evaluation 

      - elaboration 

 

 

Table 2 

Characterization of the Sample 

 F1 F2 F3 F4 G1 G2 G3 G4 S1 S2 S3 S4 

sex M F M M F F F M F F F M 

age 22 23 23 25 25 27 25 25 24 25 23 25 

rank in 

family 

2/3 2/4 1/2 2/2 2/2 1/1 1/2 1/2 1/3 1/2 1/3 2/3 

family Ep 

background 

no no no no no no yes yes no yes no yes 

semester 3 3 3 3 1 3 3 1 2 3 3 3 
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Figure 1 

The DARE Model 
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 Appendix 1: Guideline for Weekly Journal Notes 

 

1) During the initial interview we talked about your thoughts about your  business idea. 

Please describe any changes of your business idea during the current week in 5 sentences 

max.: 

 Have you specified or substantiated it anyhow? 

 Have you omitted anything? 

 Have you added anything? 

 

2) Over the last week did you spend any time on your “business idea”?  

For example, have you met anybody, have you done anything, have you had any thoughts 

about it? 

 

3a) If yes, write down what you were thinking and doing (any activities?) and why you did 

this?  

Did things just come up to your mind or was there any trigger, anything that let you think 

of this or do this? 

3b) If no, is there any special reason why you did not spent any time on the idea? 

 

4) Did you get any new information that has got any influence on your business idea 

thoughts? 

 

5a) If yes, what was the information like? 

5b) If no, does this bother you? 
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Appendix 2 

Table 3 

Detailed Information of the Sample 

 
 F1 F2 F3 F4 G1 G2 G3 G4 S1 S2 S3 S4 

origin of 

the idea 

2008 

discussion 

with 

friends 

2009 

father‟s 

idea 

2009 

Summer 

internship 

2008 

Studying year 

in Canada 

since 

bachelor 

for about 2 

years 

since 

bachelor 

since 2006 2010  2011 Spring 
2010 For less 

than a year 

ago / 

spontaneously 

2009 

Saw ways of 

improvements/ne

w business in the 

family farm 

area of 

business 

Web & art Audit in 

wealth 

sector 

Advertise-

ment in 

new 

places 

BtoC grouped 

purchases  

Platform 

for 

regional 

crowd 

lending 

projects 

heated 

mouse 

(PC); 

appliances 

sharing 

network on 

internet; 

stand/ 

online-shop 

for  Advent 

wreaths ; 

café with 

special 

bakeries in 

Chile; 

private 

guided 

tours 

Yoga & 

wellness 

studio for 

pregnant 

women 

Bio-fast-

food 

restaurant 

Consultant, 

Project 

Coordinator

,  

Vinegar 

producer, 

motivator, 

catalyst 

 Food and 

Technology 
Outdoor 

Experiences, 

hunting, food and 

wild life and 

sustainability 

work 

experience 

    job at  

café, 

training 

at 

incubator, 

work 

while a 

2 years of 

professional 

experience 

in adverti-

sing 

agency, 

agency of 

12 months 

trainee-

ship, work 

while a 

student, in 

three 

companie

jobs while a 

student: in 

gastronomy, 

tool 

production, 

voluntary 

year: event 

6 years at 

Gunnar 

Colleges JB 

AB,  

Retail chain 

in 

Copenhagen 

Denmark 

and at SLU 

the Swedish 

Agricultural 

Employed for 

two years at 

the largest 

nursery. 

During school 

hours different 

jobs 

At the family 

business and now 

CEO for the farm 

/wood industry 

http://dict.leo.org/ende?lp=ende&p=Ci4HO3kMAA&search=Advent&trestr=0x8001
http://dict.leo.org/ende?lp=ende&p=Ci4HO3kMAA&search=wreath&trestr=0x8001
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student at 

depart-

ment for 

start-up 

manage-

ment 

promoting 

culture; 3 

months in 

England: 

market 

research; 

work while 

a student: 

Con-trolling 

s manage-

ment and 

acquisition 

of 

commercial 

adverts, 

advert 

editorial 

office, 

trainee-

ships: 

assistant of 

personnel 

board 

member, 

bio-

restaurant 

university 

2.5 years (as 

assistant) 

ever 

thought to 

be an 

entrepreneu

r 

yes ? not 

sure 

yes yes no yes yes yes Yes  Yes a little No Yes 

             

network 

embedded 

yes no no yes irregularl

y 

yes Irregularl

y 

yes, a lot Yes, huge 

importance  

Yes, 

important 

Yes Yes , with close 

network  

             

has stopped 

to think 

about idea 

no no no yes no no 1 yes 

2 no 

no No No No No 
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Appendix 3: Categories and Anchor Examples 

 
Category Anchor Examples* 

information during 

curricular courses 

“[Two of my] professor[s] often mentioned during their courses that, from a 

statistical point of view, start-ups are more successful when founders already 

have good industry knowledge. This is why I ask myself how I can get this 

industry knowledge at best.” (ID: G2, weekly journal) 

active work on idea in 

curricular courses 

„In the Idea Generator [Workshop Idea Generator during GMLG-Conference in 

Entrepreneurship], the idea has been evaluated intensively. (ID: G3, weekly 

journal) 

information from friends, 

family, etc. 

“I realized that I am too much influenced by my surroundings” (ID: F4, weekly 

journal) 

“I worked with my mom (she is an accountant) on a competitor‟s figures ; it was 

a new way of doing with her” (ID:F3, weekly journal) 

research on business idea 
“The whole idea of making vinegar was awakened when I was at the conference 

Creative Countryside of Engineering this spring. I listened to the last seminar for 

the day when Tommy Myllymäki (Chef of the Year 2007 and silver in the Bocuse 

d'Or 2011) was talking about vinegar. He told me that vinegar is a typical 

Scandinavian product and is starting to come back more and more in our 

everyday cooking. Since vinegar is such an ingenious product and it can be used 

in so many different things so I'll try to flavor it, and thus hopefully increase the 

area of application. I have ordered a book called leavened by Herman Rasmuson 

where I there are lots of recipes with vinegar and a lot of tips and 

tricks/experiences for me.” (ID:S2 weekly journal) 

talks to prof‟s „A discussion with a professor on the legal aspect of the business gave me ideas 

and I integrated them“ (ID:F2, weekly journal) 

talks to pot. team members “We had a big meeting with my partners to build a planning, a tremendous 

afternoon!” (ID:F1, weekly journal) 

talks to third parties (not 

prof‟s) 

I had a meeting with [the leader of the start-up incubator garage in Hamburg] to 

get my internship evaluation. There, we also talked about my business idea. 

Because I mentioned that I don‟t have much time for example for writing a 

business plan these days, he recommended that I could propose my business idea 

as topic in our group work in the 2
nd

 semester, seminar in start-up counseling. 

(ID: G1, weekly journal) 

“Meeting with experts is excellent, I will do it often now” (ID:F3, weekly journal) 

Information from other 

events 

[I attended] the Entrepreneurship Summit in Berlin. From the presentations, I got 

ideas for a revision of my business model. A systematic examination of the 

architecture of value creation, value proposition, revenue model, and culture 

seems to be reasonable. (ID: G4, weekly journal) 

[…] I was at the scientific initiative „Leuphana on the Way“where [a well known 

entrepreneur of the region] who owns for example the „Bergström [well-known 

hotel in Lueneburg] and further technical companies was speaking as a guest. He 

was talking about his career and how his diverse start-ups took place. This pepped 

my idea up again. (ID: G1, weekly journal) 

“I meet by chance a competitor and understood I can‟t make a business with my 

idea” (ID:F4, weekly journal) 
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Information from media 

(TV, magazines, etc.) 

“I have to start thinking about my website. In the village community politicians 

cafe I met politicians from opposition parties in Simrishamn including the well 

known politician Schyman. The idea was that we could ask the politicians what 

they could do Hammenhög and Hammenhögs employed. It was a good meeting 

and we discussed everything under the sun. When the meeting ended, was Social 

Democrat vice-president Karl-Erik Olsson forward and said he had heard my 

name mentioned and asked if I was interested to sit on the Business Council of 

Simrishamn. It sounded interesting so I said I could come in one day. He asked 

for my card as he got up and said "well there's your website too," typically, I have 

not had time to fix a website” (ID S1, weekly journal). 

product tests [I] let friends give it a taste. Were all quite enthusiastic. I will work on the recipe! 

(ID: G2, weekly Journal) 

Feedback Loop (“wake-

up”) 

„When you are in semester 1 or 2, you think you are going to start a business to 

make money ; but when you are in semester 3, you think at a „normal job“ !“ 

(ID:F3, weekly journal) 

“Writing the journal makes me “wake-up” at several times. At the beginning, I 

thought I have time …and there are so many excuses (holidays, illness…) and 

one day I really react : “if you want to do it, really do it !” and I did ; now I am 

entering an incubator and I am fully happy” (ID:F3, weekly journal) 

Master programme with 

priority 

„Semester programme is very time-consuming, I have priorities“(ID:F1, weekly 

journal) 

other hindering events 

(except studies) 

“I meet a designer on Internet and finally this guy created our logo!” (ID:F1, 

weekly journal) 

semester planning around 

business idea 

Planning for next semester: I will attend the seminar on start-up counseling, I 

would like to have more opportunities to choose [seminars and lectures]. (ID: G4, 

second interview) 

“I was wondering about doing a 6 months internship or starting my business, but 

the website is not yet ready, so I will make an internship in a company abroad and 

working with my team on my idea” (ID:F1, weekly journal) 

feelings about idea/process „The results of a questionnaire show that the idea could reach its target! When 

there are figures, the project becomes serious!” (ID:F2, weekly journal) 

thoughts on self-

employment in general 
Article in “Welt am Sonntag” on the problems of working mothers: For many 

working mothers not only carrier paths are blocked, but possibly there is 

workplace bullying by their colleagues and they suffer from overwork. Many of 

the women shown in this article found the solution of their problems in being 

self-employed. There, it is also possible to arrange their work hours flexibly 

without accounting for it to bosses or colleagues. (ID: G3, weekly journal) 

stop of the process „Finally, I realized that my idea is not so good, and I want now (25 years old) to 

get a nice salary. I leave now with my girl friend. I am happy with my decision to 

stop my idea” (ID:F4, weekly journal) 

effect of writing things 

down on a regular basis 

(weekly journal) 

In particular recently, I got the feeling that I examined my ideas “extra” because I 

knew that I had to keep my diary – this is why the diary led to a certain 

sensitizing for example with respect to new information.  

In principle, I can say that the diary helped me to learn that I am not really in a 

start-up process yet, but that a general examination of the issue of self-

employment versus employment keeps myself busy. (ID: G3, weekly journal) 

„Writing this weekly journal was an excellent thing for me, to react. That was the 

reason I wanted to join the study. Do it for all the students next year!” (ID:F3, 

weekly journal) 

* Original material in French, German, and Swedish. 
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Appendix 4: Synthesis of the initial categories in Main categories and sub categories 

 

MAIN CATEGORIES  SUB CATEGORIES The initial 

categories 

Comments 

1.Entrepreneurial work 

activities (actions) 

 

1a) Research (Empirical and 

theoretical) on emerging business 

idea (incl info/media search, other 

events, etc 

1b) External Interaction e.g. talks 

with Network (existing and 

potential (for example 

stakeholders), venture cap, legal 

advisors, incubators, science 

parks/organizations  

1c) Internal interaction with 

professors and other stakeholders 

at the university 

1d) Prototyping the emerging 

business idea, e.g. market tests, 

product tests/prototyping, 

building, organizational formats, 

resources 

1e) Related planning (e.g.  

concerning personal/private 

activities such as vacation, family 

events  

 

D, H, I O 

 

G, F 

 

 

E, F 

 

J 

 

C? M 

Research includes 

e.g. info gathering, 

money, target 

group, product, 

technology 

2 Course work activities 

(actions) 

2a)Entrepreneurial work on e- 

idea in class 

2b) Entrepreneurial aspects/work  

in examinations 

2c) Role models (from living 

cases, guest lectures, univ. 

seminars etc) 

B,   N,  A, 

 
 

3. Reflections (cognitive) 3a) Introvert (inner dialogues) 

e.g. “gut feelings” about idea etc, 

hunches, feelings about writing 

the dairy 

3b) Extrovert (voiced to other 

stakeholders) 

O, P, R 

 

 

 

4 Driving Forces 4a) Enablers (nano-, micro-, 

macro-) 

 

4b) Hinders (nano-, micro-, 

macro-) 

E, F, G,  H, M, 

L & Q 
 

5. Others valuable 

categories? 

Identify others sub categories in 

the data 

Non found  

 


