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Abstract 

Extant literature lacks the integrative theory of first-time (pure) nascent entrepreneursô 

ongoing opportunity recognition. There is an academic consensus that the investigation 

of ongoing opportunity recognition may provide new insights into entrepreneursô 

behaviours and cognitive processes, i.e. what they do and how they do it.   

This study has responded to this knowledge gap by addressing the following research 

question: how do pre-incubator supported nascent entrepreneurs recognise 

entrepreneurial opportunities? The objectives of this study were: 

(1) to explore the process by which they come up with opportunity ideas;  

(2) to explore behavioural actions that shape opportunity ideas into opportunities;  

(3) to understand the role of the pre-incubator on their cognitive and behavioural 

process; and  

(4) to provide recommendations for effective opportunity-recognition practice.  

A single qualitative case study was adopted for the study of 13 lead graduates who were 

supported through the pre-incubatorôs business start-up programme. Data were collected 

through semi-structured interview, mind-mapping and participants observation, and 

analysed by adopting an inductive thematic analysis method.  

Findings show that nascent entrepreneursô opportunity recognition comprises two 

discreet, interrelated components: opportunity awareness and opportunity search. 

Opportunity awareness is an intentional process by which they translate their 

experiential problems and perceived gaps into demand- or supply-driven opportunity 

ideas. It drives their opportunity search behaviour. They rely on various social networks 

to test the veracity of their opportunity ideas and search for opportunity-related 

information. They prioritise their social network reliance according to their social 

relationships. This behaviour is guided by their emotional attachment to opportunities. It 

is found that pre-incubator managers moderate their emotional attachment and 

subsequent search behaviours. As they (nascent entrepreneurs) rely on various social 

networks, their confirmation bias mediates opportunity recognition belief reinforcement 

and the input factors provided by social network members. 
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The findings are significant to pre-incubator managers. They provide revelatory insights 

into their supported nascent entrepreneursô emotions, behaviours, and cognition in 

relation to opportunity recognition. This study also makes noteworthy contributions to 

entrepreneurship literature by providing new theoretical insights into the opportunity 

recognition of first-time (pure) nascent entrepreneurs. 
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Chapter 1 Introduction  

1.1 The context of the study 

Entrepreneurial opportunity lies at the heart of business creation in any economy. 

Business creation involves recognising, evaluating, and exploiting entrepreneurial 

opportunities. This process is called entrepreneurship (Shane, 2003). Opportunity 

recognition is a key step in entrepreneurship: without opportunity recognition, business 

creation is impossible (Ramos-Rodríguez et al., 2010). A significant body of evidence 

suggests that entrepreneurship results in positive outcomes: competitiveness of an 

economy, job creation, unemployment reduction, poverty alleviation, innovation, socio-

economic mobility (Casson, 1982; Rotger, Gørtz, and Storey, 2012; Van Praag and 

Versloot, 2007). Due to these positive outcomes, many developed economies, especially 

the United Kingdom (UK), has placed entrepreneurship high on their economic agenda. 

However, the positive outcomes of entrepreneurship depends on entrepreneursô ability 

to recognise opportunities in the first place (Westhead, Ucbasaran and Wright, 2009).  

In the UK, the business population demography report (2017) shows that business birth 

rate has gradually risen over the last six years (Table 1.1). Business birth refers to the 

registration of new businesses. The growing trends of business birth rate indicates that 

the UK business environment is favourable for the creation of new businesses. To 

encourage new business creation, the UK government offers various support services:  

tax exemption for micro business, mentoring, and investment programmes. However, 

scholars have argued that business formation is shaped by individualsô ability to 

recognise opportunities (Baron, 2007). They have emphasised on understanding how 

opportunity recognition actually occurs in the minds of entrepreneurs (ibid). Since 

entrepreneurship is an emerging field of study, our understanding of entrepreneursô 

opportunity recognition is fairly under-developed (Fletcher, 2006). This study aims to 

address this knowledge gap by examining nascent entrepreneursô ongoing opportunity 

recognition.  
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Table 1.1 Business birth and death rates, UK, 2011 to 2016 (Source: ONS, 2017) 

Returning to the business population report, the growing trend of business birth rate 

may not necessarily reflect the contribution of nascent entrepreneurs. The business 

population demography report does not provide data according to entrepreneursô prior 

business ownership. Due to lack of this specific data, we do not know whether new 

business creations are contributed by new entrepreneurs or repeat entrepreneurs (who 

have previously started businesses). In other words, entrepreneurial mobility from non-

entrepreneurs to entrepreneurs is unknown. However, extant literature suggests that 

starting a new business is far more difficult for inexperienced entrepreneurs than 

experienced ones. One of the main rationale is that experienced entrepreneurs have 

well-developed cognitive frameworks (i.e. mental models) that allow them better 

opportunity recognition than inexperienced entrepreneurs (Baron and Ensley, 2006). 

This suggests that statistics regarding business birth rate may have been accelerated by 

repeat entrepreneurs.  

In recent years, the UK government has recognised potential contributions of new 

entrepreneurs ï mainly graduates ï in the economy. Policy makers have rationalised 

that graduatesô skills in entrepreneurship could encourage the formation, growth, and 

development of new enterprises. To improve graduatesô skills in entrepreneurship, the 

government has called for UK universities to incorporate entrepreneurial education in 

their core curriculums (GOV.UK, 2016). Recently, many UK universities created a new 

form of organisations called pre-incubators to support their graduates in starting new 

businesses. The function of a pre-incubator is to provide opportunity recognition and 

enactment support services to inexperienced entrepreneurs (Wirsing et al., 2002). The 

training of opportunity recognition through organisational arrangement indicates that it 
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has become a part of professional practice. The HE Business and Community 

Interaction (HE-BCI) survey shows that 3,890 graduate start-ups were formed in 

2015/16 (HESA, 2017). The result shows the extent to which higher education 

providers support non-entrepreneurs in their transition to being entrepreneurs. 

Despite various institutions (i.e. government, university pre-incubators) providing a 

range of support services, very little is known about how opportunities are recognised 

by their supported nascent entrepreneurs. This is mainly because the current 

institutional practice of entrepreneurship is highly prescriptive and orientated toward 

business creation. The foci of interest is on business creation activities rather than the 

creation of entrepreneurs. Developing business models, writing business plans, pitching 

business ideas, securing financial investments, and conducting market research are just 

a few of those many prescriptive institutional services. These prescribed activities 

demand specific entrepreneurial behaviour. Extant literature indicates that experienced 

and inexperienced entrepreneurs behave differently due to the differences in their 

cognitive mindsets (Westhead, Ucbasaran, and Wright, 2009). Therefore, I contend that 

current opportunity recognition practice can only be effective if we understand the 

cognitive and behavioural process of nascent entrepreneurs.  

The process by which individuals recognise opportunities is also critical for 

organisational scholars (Carolis and Sapartio, 2006; Grégoire, Barr and Shepherd, 

2012). Entrepreneurship is about the process of creating new organisations (Steyaert, 

2007; Liao and Welsch, 2008). In other words, the process of recognising and 

exploiting opportunities represents the process of creating new organisations. Unlike 

economic policy makers and entrepreneurship practitioners, organisational scholars are 

interested in studying the noise and hustle of an organisationsô pre-emergence rather 

than businesses (Dimov, 2010). Shane and Venkataraman (2003) provided three 

rationales for organisational scholars to study entrepreneurship. First, entrepreneurship 

is a mechanism through which society converts technical information into products and 

services. Second, economic efficiencies are identified and mitigated in the form of 

entrepreneurial opportunities. Finally, entrepreneurship mechanisms are crucial for the 

change in capitalist society in the form of innovation. Shane and Venkataraman (ibid) 

point out that the absence of entrepreneurship from collective theories of organisations, 

market, and economy means our understanding of business landscape is incomplete. 
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The above discussion demonstrates that opportunity recognition is critical for the 

creation of new businesses and organisations. The practice of opportunity recognition is 

influenced and shaped by various actors and institutions; i.e. government, policy 

makers, and university pre-incubators. The current institutional practice of 

entrepreneurship is very prescriptive. To make current practice effective in an 

institutional context, especially pre-incubators, it is important to understand their 

supported nascent entrepreneursô opportunity recognition processes.  

This study aims to respond to this gap by addressing the following research question: 

how do pre-incubator supported nascent entrepreneurs recognise entrepreneurial 

opportunities? The objectives of this study are:  

(1) to explore the process by which nascent entrepreneurs come up with opportunity 

ideas;  

(2) to explore nascent entrepreneursô behavioural actions that shape opportunity ideas 

into opportunities;  

(3) to understand the role of the pre-incubator on nascent entrepreneursô cognitive and 

behavioural process related to opportunity recognition; and  

(4) to provide recommendations for effective opportunity-recognition practice.  

Having discussed the context of the study, the next section provides the rationales of the 

study. 

1.2 Rationales of the study  

The topic of this study is nascent entrepreneursô ongoing entrepreneurial opportunity 

recognition. There are three main rationales for the focus of this topic: the knowledge 

gap in academic literature; the current importance of the topic for entrepreneurship 

practitioners; the level of failure in starting new businesses; and the personal importance 

of myself. 

1.2.1 Knowledge gap in the literature 

Entrepreneurship scholars have been invigorated by a shared goal of understanding 

how, and by whom, opportunities are recognised (Venkataraman 1997; Gaglio and 

Katz, 2001; Shane and Venkataraman, 2000; Dimov, 2011). Prior studies have 

investigated this phenomenon from various perspectives: cognitive (Baron, 2006; Baron 
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and Ensley, 2006), behavioural (Baron, 2007; Dyer, Gregersen, Christensen, 2008) 

economics (Kirzner, 1997), and social constructionist (Fletcher, 2006; Alvarez and 

Barney, 2007; Wood and McKinley, 2010). Among these perspectives, cognitive 

psychology and economics have produced more empirical studies. As a result, our 

understanding of opportunity recognition in these areas has progressed significantly. 

However, a social constructionist view of opportunity recognition has received scant 

attention in empirical studies. Despite several studies highlighting the importance of this 

perspective in explaining entrepreneursô cognitive and behavioural process related to 

opportunity recognition, there is no empirically-driven theoretical model (Wood and 

McKinley, 2010). A social constructionist perspective of opportunity recognition is 

concerned with how entrepreneursô cognitive and behavioural process mediate through 

social situatedness, enabling opportunity recognition (Fletcher, 2006). In this study, I 

adopt a social constructionist perspective to investigate nascent entrepreneursô 

opportunity recognition. The empirical study on the perspective of social 

constructionists may provide revelatory insight into nascent entrepreneursô cognitive 

and behavioural process in relation to opportunity recognition.  

Current theoretical models of opportunity recognition were developed from the studies 

of experienced and successful entrepreneurs. These theoretical models do not 

adequately explain nascent entrepreneursô opportunity recognition. Prior studies have 

focused on those entrepreneurs who recognised opportunities and successfully 

established business enterprises (Shane, 2000). The approach of these studies is 

retrospective and limited by success bias (Davidsson and Honig, 2003; Fletcher, 2006; 

Grégoire, Shepherd and Lambert, 2009; Grégoire, Barr and Shepherd, 2010). In a 

retrospective study, entrepreneurs recalled information from distant past memories. As 

empirical studies have suggested that entrepreneurs develop a rich cognitive framework 

(i.e. mental models) through the business-formation process, they may report biased and 

distorted information about their initial opportunity-recognition process (Baron and 

Ensley, 2006). Because of this, data may not capture entrepreneursô cognitive and 

behavioural processes, which are essential to understand the opportunity-recognition 

process. Moreover, prior opportunity-recognition studies on experienced entrepreneurs 

represent success bias. These studies investigated entrepreneurs who had enacted 

recognised opportunities. Because of such focus, very little is known about 

entrepreneurs who are trying to establish businesses or abandon their opportunity idea 
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during the process of starting businesses. These entrepreneurs are called nascent 

entrepreneurs (Carter, Gartner, and Reynolds, 1996).  

Nascent entrepreneursô ongoing opportunity-recognition process has received scant 

attention in extant literature (Davidsson and Honig, 2003). Few studies have 

investigated nascent entrepreneursô characteristics, adaptive tensions, human capital and 

early planning action in respect to the emergence of nascent venture (Parker and 

Belghitar, 2006; Lichtenstein et al. 2007; Liao and Welsch, 2008; Dimov, 2010). 

Venture emergence process begins with the recognition of an opportunity and 

culminates with first sales (ibid). Due to the paucity of studies, the opportunity-

recognition process has remained largely understudied. This study aims to address this 

startling knowledge gap by investigating the following research question: how do pre-

incubator supported nascent entrepreneurs recognise entrepreneurial opportunities? The 

óhowô question may improve our understanding on nascent entrepreneursô cognitive and 

behavioural processes in relation to opportunity recognition (Baron, 2006; Westhead, 

Ucbasaran and Wright, 2009; Arentz, Sautet and Storr, 2013). Moreover, investigation 

into nascent entrepreneursô ongoing opportunity recognition may lead us to different 

results (Dimov, 2011; Santos et al., 2015).  

1.2.2 Study topic significance for practitioners 

The body of entrepreneurship literature has placed entrepreneurship within the applied 

management field (Moroz and Hindle, 2012; Klein, 2008). The research of 

entrepreneurship is driven by a problem-solving agenda that is the nexus of practice and 

pedagogy. The implication of current academic theories is noticeable in practice. Prior 

studies have suggested that would-be entrepreneurs can be trained to recognise 

opportunities (Baron, 2006). Based on this academic recommendation, many UK 

universities set up business idea developmental centres, known as pre-incubators, to 

train their graduates on key entrepreneurial activities: opportunity recognition, 

evaluation, and enactment. A pre-incubator is an organisation in which managers assist 

graduates in making the transition to business ownership. In other words, non-

entrepreneurs make the transition into nascent entrepreneurs and then into emergent 

entrepreneurs with the support of a pre-incubatorôs managers and infrastructure. 

Current incubator managersô intervention on key phases of entrepreneurship ï 

opportunity recognition and opportunity enactment ï clearly shows the convergence of 
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managerial and entrepreneurial activities. However, mainstream entrepreneurship 

literature claims that managers and entrepreneurs are two distinct individuals (Moroz 

and Hindle, 2012; Shane, 2012). It is the performed action that dichotomises 

entrepreneurs from managers. Managers operate within existing means-ends framework 

whereas entrepreneurs create new means-ends frameworks. Entrepreneurial opportunity 

recognition requires the creation of new means-ends frameworks whereas opportunity 

enactment requires the application of existing new means-ends frameworks. The former 

is called entrepreneurial resource and the latter, managerial resource. Patton (2013) 

claimed that entrepreneurship process requires a combination of both entrepreneurial 

and managerial resources. 

The current function of the pre-incubator informs that managers have advanced their 

managerial practice to the opportunity-recognition stage. At the recognition stage, 

managers act as a guide of the opportunity recogniser. They guide nascent entrepreneurs 

through opportunity recognition and enactment stages. Their guidance or assistance is 

based upon conventional theories of entrepreneurship. By conventional theories, I refer 

to those theories that are developed from the study of successful entrepreneurs, and 

applied, irrespective of entrepreneursô type. Conventional theories may not be as 

effective in practice as they appear. Empirical studies suggest that opportunity 

recognition varies between experienced and inexperienced entrepreneurs, due to their 

cognitive and behavioural differences (Baron and Ensley, 2006). This suggests that 

nascent entrepreneurs require different support for opportunity recognition.  

The prescriptive nature of entrepreneurial practice by managers becomes an important 

management issue rather than managerial. The main reason is that current 

entrepreneurial practice does not reflect the understanding of nascent entrepreneursô 

cognitive and behavioural processes in relation to opportunity recognition. Pre-

incubator supported nascent entrepreneurs are, in fact, their future customers. Therefore, 

it is important for them to understand how nascent entrepreneursô cognitive and 

behavioural process contribute to the recognition of entrepreneurial opportunities. 

Theories derived from practitioner-supported nascent entrepreneurs would be more 

relevant than conventional theories because the study outcome would be context (i.e. 

pre-incubator)- and entrepreneur (i.e. nascent)-specific. This makes my study topic 

significant for practitioners. 
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1.2.3 The high level of failure in starting new businesses 

Data regarding the level of failure in starting new businesses are difficult to obtain. 

European Union Business and Innovation Centre (EU|BIC) 2017 impact report showed 

that EU registered business incubator assessed over 160,000 opportunity ideas and 

managed to convert over 12,000 of them into start-ups in the period of 2014 ï 2016 

(EBN, 2017).  This means the rate of conversion from opportunity ideas assessment to 

start-up creation was 7%.  The remaining 93% of opportunity ideas did not make it to 

start-up. This shows a high level of failure in starting new business within pre-incubator 

context. However, the EU|BIC 2017 impact report favoured fast and early failure of 

opportunity ideas over start-ups. They claimed it as less expensive in terms of time and 

money. The highly level of idea failure currently represents a realist view of opportunity 

recognition. Most of the ideas are abandoned if nascent entrepreneurs cannot objectify 

their opportunity-ideas to the key actors; i.e. incubator and investors. The high level of 

opportunity ideas failure  or abandonment requires an investigation of how nascent 

entrepreneurs recognise entrepreneurial opportunities. This study addresses this 

knowledge gap by adopting a social constructionist view of opportunity recognition.   

1.2.4 Study significance for myself 

The study of opportunity recognition is of my personal interest, which has grown from 

experience of running my own family business and my exposure to management 

education in the UK. I am the proprietor and managing director of our family business ï 

Saiful Enterprise (Bangladesh) Limited. Since the age of 14, I have played an active role 

in running the business, along with my father. We source, manufacture, and supply jute 

cords (rope) ï spare parts for the public and private jute-mill sector in Bangladesh. My 

father has been in the jute and fibre industry since the beginning of his career as a 

purchase officer within a government organisation. Whilst working for the government 

organisation, he set up our enterprise in 2003. I know that his work experience in the 

jute and fibre industry helped him to set up this business. He did not require any market 

research for the launch of enterprise. Market knowledge was already known to him. 

However, neither my father nor I knew the term óbusiness opportunityô. We ran the 

business considering the market demand for jute and fibre products. During the last 

decade, our entrepreneurial journey became rugged. Due to changes in government 

policy, the industry has become unattractive for both existing and new businesses. 
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Demand for our products declined steeply. We realised the need for identifying new 

opportunities associated with jute and fibres to keep our enterprise going, but it became 

extremely difficult. This was because we did not actively seek new opportunities from 

the beginning. On the reflection of my experience, I learned that opportunity is not only 

important for the creation of new businesses, but also critical for the survival, growth, 

and development of established organisations.  

At the age of 19, I left Bangladesh for a higher education in the United Kingdom (UK). 

I enrolled for a Bachelor of Arts with Honours in Applied Accounting. When I was a 

second-year undergraduate student, I participated in a six-week business start-up 

programme. Over the six weeks, I became familiar with the process of starting a 

business. I found this programme quite prescriptive. This programme turned my 

attention to our business-formation process. My father set up the family business 

without any start-up training. This made me wonder whether a person requires business 

start-up training to start a business. Since then, I have speculated some fundamental 

questions: what are business opportunities? Are entrepreneurs born or made? What is 

the difference between entrepreneurs and business owners? My doctoral degree has 

offered me the opportunity to realise my personal interest ï the study of entrepreneursô 

opportunity recognition.  

1.3 Thesis structure  

The thesis is structured as follows. Chapter 2 provides a thematic literature review on 

entrepreneurial opportunity recognition. At the end of this chapter, I provide a 

conceptual framework for this study. In the conceptual framework section, I explain 

who and what will, and will not, be investigated.  

Chapter 3 elucidates research methodology. In this chapter, the justification of 

qualitative research methodology and other employed methods are provided. This 

chapter is comprised of the following sections: (3.1) establishing a framework for the 

study; (3.2) research approach: inductive; (3.3) research strategy: qualitative; (3.4) 

research design: case study; (3.5) data collection; (3.6) data management; (3.7) data 

analysis; (3.8) ethical consideration; and (3.9) research evaluation. Section 3.1 states my 

study topicôs position within the interpretive paradigm. Section 3.2 discusses the 

rationale for the inductive research approach. Section 3.3 relates philosophical 

assumptions, paradigm position, and the inductive research approach to the choice of 
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qualitative research strategy. Section 3.4 justifies the rationale behind the case study 

research design. This section mainly includes the units of analysis, case boundary 

design, and sampling. Section 3.5 explains the choice of data collection methods and 

discusses how data were collected. Section 3.6 describes data management ï how 

collected data were managed. Section 3.7 explains the choice of interpretive discourse 

analysis as a data-analysis technique. Section 3.8 explains my ethical considerations. 

Finally, section 3.9 discusses the research evaluation criteria.  

Chapters 4 and 5 present the study findings on opportunity recognition. The findings 

show that the opportunity-recognition process comprises two components: (a) 

opportunity awareness; and (b) opportunity search. These two components are distinct, 

but follow a sequential order: i.e. opportunity search follows opportunity awareness. To 

emphasise the equal importance of these two components, I present them in two 

chapters. Chapter 4 presents the findings on opportunity awareness. On the other hand, 

Chapter 5 presents the findings on opportunity search. Both chapters depict the process 

of opportunity recognition. 

Chapter 6 presents a discussion of the findings. In this chapter, the findings are 

compared and contrasted with extant literature to address the research question. Chapter 

7 concludes this thesis by claiming the contributions to knowledge and practice. This 

chapter further includes the following sections: recommended course of action, 

limitations of the study, future research avenues, and a reflective account.
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Chapter 2 Literature Review 

The purpose of this chapter is to review the literature on nascent entrepreneursô 

entrepreneurial opportunity recognition. The aim of the review is to demonstrate the 

current knowledge gap, identify key theoretical concepts, and develop them into a 

conceptual framework. This chapter begins by explaining the concept of opportunities 

and entrepreneurs. Then the following sections go on to review theories of opportunity 

formation process, models of opportunity recognition, and the factors that affect 

opportunity recognition. Through the literature review, I critically evaluate the findings 

of prior studies. I conclude by arguing that first-time nascent entrepreneursô 

contemporaneous opportunity recognition has been overlooked by prior studies. The 

final section of this chapter describes the development of the conceptual framework. 

2.1 Defining entrepreneurial opportunities and entrepreneurs  

Entrepreneurs and opportunities are the genesis of opportunity recognition (Shane, 

2012; Santos et al., 2015). To understand how opportunities are recognised by 

entrepreneurs, it is important to understand: what is an opportunity and what is an 

entrepreneur? In the next sub-sections, I review relevant literature on these two themes. 

2.1.1 What is an opportunity?  

The notion of an opportunity is theoretically exciting, but empirically elusive in the 

field of entrepreneurship (Dimov, 2011). Sometimes, the term is prefixed with 

óbusinessô or óentrepreneurialô. Scholars have been intrigued by the term 

óentrepreneurial opportunityô since its association with innovation (in product or 

services), innovators, i.e. entrepreneurs, and entrepreneurial profit (a very different kind 

of profit). Business opportunity appears to be a less interesting term since it is 

associated with the sole profit motive of a business owner. The means of achieving 

business profit can be solicited and/or unsolicited. To grasp a clear understanding of 

entrepreneurial opportunity, one must understand three things: (a) definition; (b) types; 

and (c) characteristics. 

(a) Definition. The definition of entrepreneurial opportunities is mainly derived from 

economic theory. There is a growing consensus among scholars on the definition of 

entrepreneurial opportunities. óEntrepreneurial opportunities refer to situations in which 

new goods, services, raw materials, and organising methods can be introduced and sold 
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at greater than their cost of productionô (Casson, 1982; Shane and Venkatraman, 2000). 

In the first part of the definition, opportunities are presented as situations that give rise 

to profit potential goods or services. Regarding the second part of the definition, the 

introduction of new goods or services requires a new way of recombining existing 

resources (Eckhardt and Shane, 2003). Through the recombination of resources, 

entrepreneurs establish a new means-ends framework. The concrete example of new 

means-ends relationship is a new recipe (means) for producing juice (ends). The means-

ends framework concept not only highlights how one might enact opportunities, but the 

novelty or uniqueness of products or services (Shane, 2012). 

(b) Components and types of opportunities. Based on the above definition, some 

scholars have proposed three basic components of opportunities: (1) demand side (e.g. 

wants or needs in market); (2) supply side (e.g. new products, services, technology or 

business models); and (3) an economic means for transaction between the two (Grégoire 

and Shepherd, 2012). However, other scholars have shown that demand- and supply-

side components discreetly act as opportunities. They propose two kinds of 

opportunities: (a) demand-side; and (b) supply-side (Dimov, 2007a; Santos et al., 2015). 

Demand-side opportunities pertain to situations that give rise to customer needs. On the 

other hand, supply-side opportunities pertain to situations that reflect the potential for 

new or existing products or services.  

Several authors have claimed that customer needs are an objective phenomena (Miller, 

2007; Dyer, Gregersen, and Christensen, 2008). Customer needs are viewed as social 

facts or phenomena that are known to some (not all) people and are addressable 

(Alvarez, Barney, and Anderson, 2013). They have argued that individuals discover 

customer needs through their natural alertness. Conversely, others have argued that 

individuals gain insight of situations through their qualitative experiences (Dimov, 

2007a). However, no empirical evidence is found to support objective views of 

opportunities. This is because opportunitiesô objective existence can only be established 

in a retrospective manner. In other words, we can only prove the existence of 

opportunities when a customer accepts the proposed products or services. 

(c) Characteristics of entrepreneurial opportunities. Extant literature has shown 

three main opportunity characteristics: (i) potential economic value, i.e. the capacity to 

generate profit; (ii) newness, i.e. a product or service that did not previously exist; and 
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(iii) perceived desirability, i.e. moral and legal acceptability of the product in society 

(Baron, 2006). These three characteristics differentiate entrepreneurial opportunities 

from other types of opportunities.  

(i) Novelty is an important characteristic of entrepreneurial opportunities. It refers to 

radically new, incremental, or improved products, services, business models, or 

production processes (Shane, 2012). Because of novelty, the term óentrepreneurial 

opportunityô is associated with innovation. Product or service novelty or newness comes 

into existence when entrepreneurs establish a new means-ends relationship (ibid). Other 

forms of opportunities lack this characteristic, because products or service are based on 

an existing means-ends framework. In other words, other forms of opportunities offer 

copy-cat or me-too types of products or services. 

(ii) Entrepreneurial profit is the second characteristic of entrepreneurial opportunities. It 

refers to the difference between the ex-post value of a resource recombination and the 

ex-ante cost of obtaining resources and the cost of recombining them (Shane, 2003). 

Scholars have defined it as the monetary reward resulting from the establishment of a 

new or modified means-ends relationship. Both profit and non-profit organisations seek 

entrepreneurial profit. In a profit-seeking organisation, entrepreneurs may reward 

themselves with the surplus whereas non-profit organisations such as charities and 

social enterprises retain entrepreneurial profit for the future re-investments to the 

organisations. Future reinvestment is essential for the sustainability of charities or social 

enterprises. Since both forms of organisations (i.e. profit and non-profit) seek 

entrepreneurial profit, this thesis may also apply to individualsô initiatives, which are 

driven by purely social interests. However, in this thesis, I investigated only those 

entrepreneurs that had a pure motive of creating new businesses rather than charities.  

(iii) Legal and moral acceptability is the third characteristic of entrepreneurial 

opportunities. Products or services must meet legal and moral acceptability in a 

particular society (Baron, 2006). This characteristic excludes those products or services 

that are being traded in the shadow economy or the black market. The legal and moral 

acceptability of opportunities are context specific. Different jurisdictions have different 

legislative requirements that determine the legal acceptability of certain products. The 

responsible conduct of entrepreneurship research must exclude the study of those 

opportunities that do not reflect social, moral, or legal acceptability.  
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The above describes how the characteristics, novelty, profit, and perceived desirability 

(legal and moral) create an opportunity entrepreneurial opportunity. Not all of these 

characteristics are given, they are created by individuals called entrepreneurs. Extant 

literature defines entrepreneurs as agents and creators with respect to opportunity 

recognition (Eckhardt and Shane, 2003; Alvarez, Barney, and Anderson, 2013). Since 

opportunities and entrepreneurs are inseparable (Dimov, 2010), it is important to 

understand what makes an individual óentrepreneurô. In the next sub-section, I review 

literature on the concept of the entrepreneur. 

2.1.2 What is an entrepreneur?  

In the extant literature, there is a consensus among scholars regarding the definition of 

entrepreneurs. Entrepreneurs refer to those individuals who act upon recognised 

opportunities (McMullen and Shepherd, 2006; Shane, 2012; Alvarez, Barney, and 

Anderson, 2013). The pursuer, not the recogniser, are considered to be entrepreneurs. In 

other words, recognising opportunity is not sufficient for an individual to gain 

entrepreneurial identity unless s/he takes action (McMullen and Shepherd, 2006). The 

action must be orientated towards opportunity enactment. Opportunity enactment refers 

to óbuilding fully efficient, full-scale operations for products or services created by, or 

derived from, a business opportunityô (Choi, L®vesque and Shepherd, 2008). 

The above definitions of entrepreneurs have three major weakness. First, scholars have 

forgotten those individuals who do not seek to enact opportunities, but sell-off their 

opportunity ideas to others (business managers, investors or other entrepreneurs). By 

selling opportunity ideas, individuals pass off their opportunity enactment responsibility 

to others. These individuals are equally known as entrepreneurs irrespective of their 

action towards opportunity enactment (Moroz and Hindle, 2012). One may argue that 

selling off an opportunity idea is another mode of opportunity enactment. In this 

context, one must note that the opportunity buyer still needs to make a managerial 

decision on the possible mode of opportunity enactment, i.e. licensing, franchising, or 

establishing firms. Prior studies have provided a distinction between entrepreneurial 

knowledge and managerial knowledge in terms of opportunity recognition. Patton 

(2013) claimed that opportunity recognition involves the utilisation of entrepreneurial 

knowledge, whereas opportunity enactment requires the application of managerial 

knowledge. The distinction between entrepreneurial and managerial knowledge in 
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opportunity recognition and exploitation, in fact, illuminates the identity of the person. 

Thus, an opportunity seller becomes an entrepreneur for deploying entrepreneurial 

knowledge, bringing the opportunity into existence, and making others believe in their 

recognised opportunities.  

Second, the current definitions of entrepreneurs are based on a critical realist view of 

opportunities, which implies an objective existence of opportunities. In other words, 

opportunities are out there, exist insentiently irrespective of peopleôs consciousness, and 

are waiting to be discovered serendipitously. Many proponents of this view have 

claimed that recognising opportunities does not require any effort, but special cognitive 

abilities, such as a natural alertness (Kirzner, 1997; Shane, 2003). One can only 

establish himself or herself as an entrepreneur when s/he proves the existence of an 

opportunity. This is only possible by making an attempt to enact an opportunity. Hence, 

the enactment, not the recognition of opportunities, proves the existence of 

opportunities as well as entrepreneursô identity. 

Third and finally, current definitions do not recognise individuals as entrepreneurs if 

they abandoned their recognised opportunity. Individualsô actions orientated toward 

opportunity idea development brings them closer to an entrepreneurial identity (Dimov, 

2007b). Actions includes searching for information and clarifying and shaping ideas by 

discussing them with others (ibid). Such action reduces uncertainties surrounding 

opportunities, and, therefore, becomes an entrepreneurial action (ibid). Dimov stated 

there are three possible action outcomes and relates them to the closest possible 

entrepreneurial identity: (1) stop believing in an idea, and the idea dies; (2) try to start 

business and then abandon it; and (3) continue believe in an idea and a business 

emerges. In the first scenario, an individual is a potential entrepreneur, in the second, a 

nascent entrepreneur, and in the third, an (emerged) entrepreneur.  

I argue that the identity of an entrepreneur is associated with the ontological status of 

opportunities. I contend that opportunity recognition requires conscious action that may 

result from entrepreneurial thinking. An example would clarify my contention: in South 

Asia, products made from rhinoceros horn has great value in the medicine market. 

Despite the lack of scientific evidence of rhino hornsô medicinal properties, market 

demand is high. Think tanks claim that the rhino horn market exists because of mistaken 

belief among market actors. To create a market based on mistaken belief requires well-
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devised actions for opportunities to come into existence before its enactment. The 

example of devised action could be persuading social actors to believe in rhino hornsô 

promising benefits. In this scenario, individuals who create mistaken belief in the 

market would be regarded as potential entrepreneurs, irrespective of his/her action 

towards opportunity enactment. This is because their created market paves the way for 

others to enact opportunities. 

The above review highlights that an individual becomes closer to an entrepreneurial 

identity when s/he acts upon an opportunity idea with an intention of starting a business. 

As an opportunity idea develops into a business venture, individuals make the transition 

from potential entrepreneurs, to nascent entrepreneurs, to emerged entrepreneurs. The 

clarification of entrepreneursô identity is essential for the positioning of this study.  

Having discussed the definition of entrepreneurs, the following section identifies types 

of entrepreneurs.  

2.1.3 Types of entrepreneurs 

In the extant literature, there is a growing recognition of the heterogeneity of 

entrepreneurs (Westhead and Wright, 1998; Westhead, Ucbasaran, and Wright, 2003). 

Several scholars have claimed that the resource needs of the different types of 

entrepreneurs may not be same (Rotefoss and Kolvereid, 2005; Westhead, Ucbasaran, 

and Wright, 2009). However, the current typology of entrepreneurs is based on either 

individual status or prior business ownership experience. Based on individual status, the 

types of entrepreneurs are as follows: private entrepreneur, establishment (corporate) 

entrepreneur, political entrepreneur, revolutionary entrepreneur, criminal entrepreneur, 

academic entrepreneur, and student entrepreneur (Casson, 1982; Pirnay, Surlemont and 

Nlemvo, 2003). Entrepreneursô types, based on individual status, highlight differences 

in their background, but it does not show the differences in other important factors, i.e. 

prior business ownership experience. Mainstream entrepreneurship scholars have 

identified prior business ownership experience as the most common differentiating 

factor in opportunity recognition, which includes a range of entrepreneur types 

(Westhead, Ucbasaran and Wright, 2003). 

Based on previous business ownership experience, prior studies have provided four 

types of entrepreneurs: nascent, novice, serial, and portfolio entrepreneurs (Table 2.1). 

Among them, serial and portfolio entrepreneurs are often referred to as óhabitualô or 
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órepeat entrepreneursô. However, nascent entrepreneurs are different from other types of 

entrepreneurs because they are yet to establish their businesses. These entrepreneurs are 

individuals who are currently in the process of starting a new business, but have not yet 

succeeded in making the transition to new business ownership (Carter, Gartner, and 

Reynolds, 1996; Reynolds et al. 2004, Dimov, 2011, Hopp and Sonderegger, 2015), 

although they might have prior business ownership experience. Nascent entrepreneurs 

who seek to start business for the first-time are called ópure nascentô (Westhead, 

Ucbasaran and Wright, 2003). These individuals are mainly seen as pursuers of 

opportunities (Dimov, 2011), who attempt to introduce new products or services, new 

organising methods, and serve a new market (Shane and Venkataraman, 2000). 

Opportunity recognition and enactment are conceptually distinct, but, in practice, the 

recognition of opportunity requires the knowledge of its enactment. Since opportunity 

recognition and enactment process are not linear in practice, the process of starting a 

new business indicates the iterative process of recognising and exploiting 

entrepreneurial opportunities. Hence, I argue that pure nascent entrepreneurs are not 

only pursuers, but also recognisers of opportunities. In the extant literature, there is no 

evidence that explains the opportunity recognition of pure (first-time) nascent 

entrepreneurs. This study is concerned with addressing this knowledge gap. 

Unlike nascent entrepreneurs, other types of entrepreneurs (novice, serial, and portfolio) 

already have established ventures. This reflects in their definitional categorisation. 

Novice entrepreneurs are those individuals who lack prior business ownership, but 

currently have a majority or minority equity stake in business that is either new, 

purchased, or inherited (Westhead et al., 2005). Serial entrepreneurs are those who have 

had a prior business ownership, which was sold or closed, but currently have a minority 

or majority ownership stake in a single independent business that is either new, 

purchased, or inherited (ibid). Portfolio entrepreneurs are those individuals who 

currently have a minority or majority ownership stake in two or more independent 

businesses that are either new, purchased, or inherited (ibid). 

These definitions suggest four different types of entrepreneurs according to their prior 

business ownership experiences. However, the commonality among novice and repeat 

(serial and portfolio) entrepreneurs is that they all have fully operational businesses. An 

operational business is the proof of a recognised opportunity. In this context, pure (first-

time) nascent entrepreneurs are yet to prove their opportunities, since they are in the 
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process of starting businesses for the first time. This has an implication on the nature of 

opportunity recognition study. The opportunity recognition study of other types of 

entrepreneurs, except nascent entrepreneurs, would require remembering and recalling 

distant past information about how opportunities were recognised. This study approach 

is retrospective. In other words, the study has been conducted after the recognition of 

opportunity. This study approach is heavily dominant in the extant literature (Grégoire, 

Shepherd, and Lambert, 2009). Conversely, the study of pure nascent entrepreneursô 

opportunity recognition requires a combination of immediate past, here-and-now, and 

future speculative information. 

Types of entrepreneur Prior business ownership Current business ownership 

Pure nascent  

(Westhead, Ucbasaran, and 

Wright, 2003)  

Have no prior business 

ownership 

In the process of starting 

business for the first-time.  

Nascent 

(Hopp and Sonderegger, 

2015)  

May have prior business 

ownership 

In the process of starting a 

business 

Novice  

(Westhead, Ucbasaran, 

Wright, and Binks, 2005) 

No prior business ownership 

either as a business founder, 

an inheritor, or a purchaser 

of an independent business  

Has a majority or minority 

equity stake in business that is 

either new, purchased, or 

inherited.  

Serial 

(Westhead, Ucbasaran, 

Wright, and Binks, 2005) 

Had prior business 

ownerships that are sold or 

closed  

Has a majority or minority 

ownership stake in a single 

independent business that is 

either new, purchased, or 

inherited.  

Portfolio  

(Westhead, Ucbasaran, 

Wright, and Binks, 2005) 

Had prior business 

ownerships that are sold or 

closed 

Currently has a minority or 

majority ownership stake in 

two or more independent 

businesses that are either new, 

purchased, or inherited.  
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Table 2.1 Typology of entrepreneurs according to their prior business ownership 

experiences 

The above literature review highlights that entrepreneurial opportunity is more distinct 

than other forms of opportunities. The central characteristics of opportunity are novelty, 

entrepreneurial profit potential, and perceived desirability (social, legal, and moral). It is 

the individual who imputes these characteristics on opportunity, and thus emerges as an 

entrepreneur. The above concept of entrepreneurs and their types of are also reviewed. 

Current literature recognises nascent entrepreneurs as a type of entrepreneur. This type 

of entrepreneur is further classified according to prior business ownership experiences. 

Nascent entrepreneurs who lack prior business ownership experience are further defined 

as ópure nascentô or ófirst-time nascent entrepreneursô. This study is concerned with the 

investigation of pure (first-time) nascent entrepreneursô opportunity recognition. 

Having reviewed the concept of opportunities and entrepreneurs, the next section 

reviews the theories of the opportunity formation process.  

2.2 Opportunity formation process: two alternative theories 

In the extant literature, the entrepreneurial opportunity formation process is explained 

by two alternative theories: the discovery theory and the creation theory (Alvarez and 

Barney, 2007). These two theories hold polarised epistemological traditions. Discovery 

theorists have explained the opportunity formation process from a realist perspective 

(Kirzner, 1997; Shane and Venkataraman, 2000). On the other hand, creation theorists 

have explained the opportunity formation process from social constructionist and 

evolutionary realist perspectives (Fletcher, 2006; Alvarez and Barney, 2007; Wood and 

McKinley, 2011). Whether opportunities are objective or subjective phenomena are a 

persistent feature of academic discourse (Dimov, 2011). Below I review both the 

discovery and creation theories. 

2.2.1 The discovery view 

The opportunity discovery view is rooted in Austrian economics (Hayek, 1945; Kirzner, 

1997). Theorists have speculated that opportunity exists prior to discovery in the market 

and independently of individualsô perceptions and action (Kirzner, 1997; Shane, 2000; 

Baron, 2006; Shane, 2012). Opportunities are objective and created by market 

imperfections. Examples of market imperfections may include asymmetric and 
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information imperfection, transaction-specific investments, economies of scale and 

scope, externalities, heterogeneously distributed resources and capabilities, and 

mismatches between supply and demand (Alvarez et al., 2017). Market imperfections 

are objective realties caused by exogenous shock to a pre-existing market or industry 

(Shane, 2003; Eckhardt and Shane, 2003). Examples of exogenous shock are changes in 

technology, changes in government actions, trends in demographics, and so forth. When 

any of these exogenous shock occurs within a pre-existing market or industry, 

individuals associated with that market should be aware of  objective opportunities a 

shock has created (Alvarez, Barney, and Anderson, 2013). Individuals become 

responsive to changes and recognise opportunities because of their knowledge of the 

information regarding the market or exogenous shocks. Kirzner (1997) defined such 

responsiveness to opportunities as óentrepreneurial alertnessô. Entrepreneurial alertness 

refers to an individualôs ability to spot opportunities (ibid). If everyone associated with 

markets and industry knew about opportunities created by shocks, they could all try to 

enact them and their ability to profit would cease to exist (Alvarez, Barney, and 

Anderson, 2013).   

The discovery view of opportunity formation has a number of limitations. First, it 

requires a pre-existing market or customers. This theory does not recognise 

opportunities as those that require the creation of a future market and customers. 

Second, this theory focuses on individualsô cognitive ability without considering social 

and cultural influences (Fletcher, 2006; Wood and McKinley, 2010). As a consequence, 

a significant number of prior studies have examined individual traits, access to 

opportunities, and a varying degree of alertness to opportunities (ibid). Ascribing 

individualsô superior cognitive abilities to opportunity recognition implies that 

entrepreneurs are different to non-entrepreneurs before discovering opportunities 

(Alvarez and Barney, 2007). Third and finally, this theory does not adequately explain 

the opportunity recognition of first-time nascent entrepreneurs who lack prior business 

ownership experiences as well as superior cognitive ability. Due to a lack of prior 

business ownership experience, these individuals are different from experienced 

entrepreneurs in terms of their cognitive ability and behaviour (Westhead, Ucbasaran, 

and Wright, 2009). 
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2.2.2 The creation view 

In the opportunity creation view, opportunities do not exist independently of 

individuals. These are formed endogenously, by the action, reaction and enactment of 

individuals (Alvarez and Barney, 2007). Individualsô action is an important ingredient 

to the conception of opportunities (Dimov, 2007b). Unlike the discovery view, 

individuals do not wait for external shocks to generate market imperfections: they take 

action. In other words, opportunities flow from, rather than towards, individuals. 

However, random actions do not lead to the creation of opportunities. Actions must be 

orientated towards goals or purposes, i.e. creating market imperfections that lead to the 

formation of opportunities (Alvarez and Barney, 2007; Dimov, 2011). In other words, 

actions must be inherently linked to opportunities. In this theoretical view, opportunities 

and entrepreneurs are inseparable (Dimov, 2007b). Since actions are purposeful or goal 

orientated, scholars have recognised them as entrepreneursô behaviour. In the literature, 

these actions are commonly referred to as entrepreneurial action or behavioural action 

(Alvarez and Barney, 2007). Individualsô actions related to the awareness of 

opportunities are searching for information, discussions with others, formal and 

informal planning, establishment of relationships, and intentions (Dimov, 2007b). These 

actions depict entrepreneursô behaviour. Extant literature has studied entrepreneursô 

behavioural actions based on the retrospective account that reported past behaviour. 

Entrepreneursô self-reported past behaviour may be distorted by their gradual learning 

as well their tendencies to glorify successful endeavours and depreciate those that turn 

out to be wrong (ibid). This highlights the need for the investigation of 

contemporaneous behaviour in relation to the opportunity formation process. 

Action does not gain purpose or immediate goals unless individuals realise and project 

those goals, i.e. opportunity formation. Ascribing goals to actions requires an 

understanding of the meaning of projected action, desired outcomes, and subsequent 

actions. The recursive nature of action and interpretation suggests that opportunity 

formation is the joint outcome of individualsô cognitive and behavioural process. The 

sole action of individuals is not enough for opportunities to come into existence 

(Alvarez and Barney, 2010). It requires interaction with social actors, such as 

customers, supplies, or other stakeholders. Interaction with social actors is important for 

individualsô cognitive evaluation in relation to the formation of opportunities (Wood 

and McKinley, 2010). Opportunitiesô formation may require the creation of a future 
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market and future customers. Since the future market is yet to exist, individuals engage 

with relevant stakeholders to co-create a market for their ideas (Alvarez and Barney, 

2014).  

The creation theory of the opportunity formation process has two distinct advantages 

over the discovery theory. First, it explains the existence of the future market and future 

customers. The market and customers are the result of social interaction facilitated by 

entrepreneursô actions. Second, it shows that entrepreneurs are no different to non-

entrepreneurs prior to the creation of an opportunity (Alvarez and Barney, 2007). 

Through the process of opportunity creation, individuals become closer to an 

entrepreneur identity and become different to others (ibid). In other words, individuals 

make the transition from non-entrepreneurs to entrepreneurs through the creation of 

opportunities. This theoretical view enables nascent entrepreneursô opportunity 

formation process more accessible. Despite the plausible theoretical explanation of this 

view, there is no specific empirical evidence that explains the process by which 

inexperienced entrepreneurs form opportunities (Wood and McKinley, 2010). This 

study is concerned with addressing this knowledge gap in relation to first-time nascent 

entrepreneurs.  

The review of the above two alternative theories highlights two distinct philosophical 

stances. The discovery theory applies a realist view of opportunity formation whereas 

the creation theory applies a social constructionist philosophical stance. The social 

constructionist stance makes nascent entrepreneursô ongoing opportunity recognition 

process more accessible than the discovery view. I argue that opportunity formation is 

the outcome of recursive individualsô cognitive and behavioural processes, supported by 

social situatedness. The commonality between the discovery and creation theory is the 

origin of opportunity. Both theories have claimed that market imperfection is the source 

of opportunities. However, both theories equally disagreed over the ontological 

existence of market imperfection. I contend that the creation theoretical view is more 

appropriate for the study of first-time nascent entrepreneursô ongoing opportunity 

recognition. This is because it offers access to their cognitive and behavioural processes 

in relation to opportunity formation within their social world context. Therefore, based 

on the creation view of the opportunity formation process, one of my research 

objectives is to explore the process by which nascent entrepreneurs come up with 

opportunity ideas.  
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Having discussed the alternative theories of the opportunity formation process, the 

following section reviews theories of the opportunity recognition process.  

2.3 Opportunity recognition 

Extant literature has provided varied definitions of opportunity recognition. The notion 

of opportunity recognition has led to the categorisation of ways that this occurs: (1) 

opportunity recognition refers to connecting known products with existing demand; (2) 

opportunity discovery refers to a known supply in search of unknown demand, or from 

a known demand that motivates the search for an unknown supply; and (3) with 

opportunity creation, neither the supply or demand exists prior to entrepreneurial action 

ï entrepreneurs participate in creating both (Miller, 2007). The above three definitions 

are based on three views of opportunities: perception, discovery, and creation 

(Ardichvili, Cardozo and Ray, 2003). Regardless of different views, the commonality of 

definitions is that opportunity recognition requires an alignment between market needs 

and products or services (OôConnor and Rice, 2001; Shane, 2003; Grégoire, Shepherd, 

and Lambert, 2009; Kuckertz et al.. 2017).  

2.3.1 Two alternative theories of opportunity recognition 

Several scholars have claimed that opportunity recognition (entrepreneurial alertness) is 

distinct from opportunity search (Kirzner, 1997; Ardichvili and Cardozo, 2000; Shane, 

2000; Fiet, Piskounov, and Patel, 2004; Heinonen, Hytti, and Stenholm, 2011). Shaneôs 

(2000) case study of eight entrepreneurial opportunities showed that experienced 

entrepreneurs recognise opportunities through their prior knowledge rather than search. 

Similarly, Ardichvili and Cardozoôs (2000) case study of eight experienced 

entrepreneurs indicates that they recognise opportunities through their natural alertness 

rather than search. Their findings showed that entrepreneurs become alerted to 

opportunities because of their prior knowledge. Baron (2006) explained that prior 

knowledge provides knowledge structure, a cognitive framework/mental model, that 

alerts entrepreneurs to opportunities. These prior studies suggest that experienced 

entrepreneurs do not require opportunity search as part of their opportunity recognition 

process.  

The proponents of opportunity-search theories have challenged the alertness theory 

(Fiet, Piskounov, and Patel, 2004; Heinonen, Hytti, and Stenholm, 2011). They argued 

that alertness is the result of comprehensible phenomena. According to them, 
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opportunities lie in incomprehensible ignorant information that requires a proactive, 

systemic search (ibid). However, other scholars have viewed opportunity search as a 

reactive behavioural action, and they claimed that entrepreneurial alertness may 

sensitise entrepreneurs to investigate unknowable information (Hsieh, Nickerson, and 

Zenger, 2007).  

The contradiction among these theoretical views suggests that our understanding of this 

area is underdeveloped. Both entrepreneurial alertness and search theories are based 

upon the discovery view of an opportunity formation process. These two rival theories 

highlight entrepreneursô cognition and behaviour in relation to opportunity recognition. 

Since scholars have investigated the opportunity recognition of experienced 

entrepreneurs, we do not know whether nascent entrepreneursô opportunity recognition 

involves both entrepreneurial alertness and opportunity search. This suggests the need 

for the investigation of nascent entrepreneursô opportunity recognition.  

Having discussed the alternative theories of opportunity recognition, the following 

section reviews the models of this concept.  

2.4 Review of opportunity-recognition models 

To date, a limited number of studies have conceptually and empirically developed 

opportunity-recognition process models. Table 2.2 provides an overview of these 

studies, including their authors, year of study, participants, methodology, and findings. I 

review each of these studies by discussing the opportunity-recognition model and its 

strengths and weaknesses. 

Authors & 

years 

Perspective Participants  Methodology  Findings/key factors 

Ardichvili and 

Cardozo (2000)  

 

Not specified Experienced 

entrepreneurs 

Case studies Entrepreneurial 

alertness, prior 

knowledge of market 

and customer and 

extended to social 

network 

Ardichvili, 

Cardozo and 

Ray (2003)  

Not specified  Serial 

entrepreneurs 

Dubinôs 

theory 

building 

framework 

Entrepreneurial 

alertness, prior 

knowledge, social 

networks and 
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 personality traits 

Baron (2006)  Cognitive Serial and 

novice 

entrepreneurs 

Conceptual 

model  

Entrepreneurial 

alertness, prior 

knowledge and active 

search 

Dyer, Gregersen 

and Christensen 

(2008) 

 

Behavioural  Innovative/ 

experienced 

entrepreneurs 

Inductive 

grounded 

theory  

Bias against status 

quo, questioning, 

observing, 

experimenting and 

networking, 

association thinking 

Wood & 

McKinley 

(2010)  

Social 

constructivist  

Inexperienced 

entrepreneurs 

Conceptual 

model  

Conception of 

opportunity idea, 

objectification of 

opportunity idea, 

enactment of 

opportunity, level of 

peer consensus, social 

ties and entrepreneursô 

reputation  

Hajizadeh and 

Zali (2016)  

 

Cognitive Experienced 

entrepreneurs 

who run 

nanotechnology 

companies 

Hypothesis 

testing  

Entrepreneurial 

alertness, prior 

knowledge and 

entrepreneurial 

learning.  

Jarvis (2016)  

 

Cognitive and 

behavioural  

Nascent 

entrepreneurs 

Conceptual 

model 

Entrepreneurial 

intention, 

identification, social 

norms, prior 

knowledge, 

entrepreneurial 

munificence  

Table 2.2 Overview of prior opportunity-recognition model studies 

2.4.1 A model of the entrepreneurial opportunity recognition process 

Ardichvili and Cardozoôs (2000) opportunity-recognition model is based on the case 

studies of eight experienced entrepreneurs, who started at least one successful venture 

(Figure 2.1). They tested their hypothesis on factors that contribute to the recognition of 

opportunity. These factors are entrepreneurial alertness, information asymmetry, prior 
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knowledge, discovery versus purposeful search, networking versus solo 

entrepreneurship, and creativity. Their study findings suggested that entrepreneurial 

opportunities are likely to involve an application of an existing technology in a new 

market. Experienced entrepreneurs recognise these opportunities through discovery 

rather than purposeful search. Their opportunity recognition is the constellation of three 

factors: entrepreneurial alertness, access to extended social networks, and prior 

knowledge of markets and customersô problems. Prior knowledge of markets and 

customersô problems is a result of relevant education and/or experience. Relevant 

experience is a result of work experience or idiosyncratic life experiences. Based on the 

findings, Ardichvili and Cardozo hypothesised that there could be a recursive 

relationship between alertness and prior knowledge. Prior knowledge of the market and 

customersô problems could heighten alertness to opportunities. This may lead 

individuals to seek new information that complements prior knowledge. This 

complementary knowledge may further heighten entrepreneurial alertness.  

 

Figure 2.1 Opportunity recognition process model by Ardichvili and Cardozo 

The main strength of this model is that it depicts the opportunity recognition of 

experienced entrepreneurs who have started at least one business. This model 

empirically confirms that experienced entrepreneurs do not proactively search for 

opportunities: rather, they recognise them through discovery. Entrepreneurial alertness, 

prior knowledge, and social networks are key factors that lead to recognition. However, 

the main weakness of this model is that it retrospectively explains the opportunity 
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recognition of experienced entrepreneurs. Therefore, it cannot be claimed that the 

recognition factors of experienced entrepreneurs are similar to nascent entrepreneurs, 

who are in the process of recognising opportunities. This necessitates the investigation 

of nascent entrepreneursô ongoing opportunity recognition. In this study, I aim to 

uncover how nascent entrepreneursô ongoing opportunity recognition process unfolds.  

2.4.2 The model and units for the opportunity identification and development 

theory 

Ardichvili, Cardozo and Ray (2003) developed an opportunity recognition process 

model by integrating prior conceptual and empirical studies on serial entrepreneurs (a 

type of entrepreneurs who have started multiple businesses) (Figure 2.2). They 

presented opportunity recognition as a multistage process influenced by four major 

factors: (1) entrepreneurial alertness; (2) prior knowledge; (3) social networks; and (4) 

personality traits. The model shows that entrepreneurial alertness is heightened by: prior 

knowledge, social networks, and personality traits. These three factors are presented as 

antecedents of entrepreneurial alertness.  

 

Figure 2.2 Opportunity recognition process model by Ardichvili, Cardozo and Ray 
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The main strength of this model is that it depicts the opportunity recognition model of 

serial entrepreneurs who have started multiple businesses. It shows that social networks, 

domain-specific prior knowledge, and personality traits, i.e. creativity and optimism, 

heightens entrepreneurial alertness. Overall, it shows the advancement of Ardichvili and 

Cardozoôs earlier opportunity-recognition model. However, the main weakness of this 

model is that the findings are derived from retrospective studies and limited to only 

serial entrepreneurs. The retrospective study of opportunity recognition only captures 

distant past behaviours. Reporting past behaviours and cognitive processes may be 

subject to bias since entrepreneursô development take place during the process of 

opportunity recognition and enactment. Therefore, the study of past opportunity 

recognition does not capture actual  cognitive and behavioural processes that are 

essential for understanding entrepreneurs. Moreover, nascent entrepreneurs are distinct 

from serial entrepreneurs because they lack prior business ownership experience. 

Therefore, it cannot be claimed that serial entrepreneursô opportunity recognition model 

is similar to that of nascent entrepreneurs. This re-emphasises the necessity of 

unravelling first-time nascent entrepreneursô ongoing opportunity recognition process. 

This is the aim of my study.  

2.4.3 Opportunity recognition as pattern recognition 

By adopting a cognitive perspective with mainly pattern recognition, Baron (2006) 

synthesised prior studiesô findings and conceptually developed them into an 

opportunity-recognition process model (Figure 2.3). This model suggests that 

opportunities emerge from the external world, interpreted through individualsô cognitive 

framework (mental framework), and realised into new products or services. Individuals 

with a higher level of knowledge and/or experience may be alerted to opportunities. 

This is because knowledge and experiences provide richer cognitive protypes for the 

interpretation of seemingly unrelated information. On the other hand, individuals with 

less-developed cognitive prototypes may search information to perceive patterns that 

suggest new entrepreneurial opportunities. According to their model, habitual/repeat 

entrepreneurs are more likely to recognise opportunities through alertness, whereas 

novice entrepreneurs use a search approach in this regard.  
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Figure 2.3 Opportunity recognition process model by Baron 

The main strength of this model is that it provides a better explanation from the 

perspective of human cognition, specifically pattern recognition. This model 

conceptually highlights the cognitive difference between serial and novice 

entrepreneurs. Entrepreneurs are different in terms of their prior knowledge and 

idiosyncratic life experiences. The main weakness of this model is that it is developed 

from the synthesis of prior studies that retrospectively investigated past recognised 

opportunities. As mentioned above, retrospective studies do not depict the actual 

cognitive and behavioural process that contributes to ongoing opportunity recognition. 

Besides, this conceptual model is limited to the explanation of serial and novice 

entrepreneurs. Therefore, the conceptual claim cannot be transferrable to nascent 

entrepreneurs who are currently in the process of recognising opportunities. In addition, 

it does not consider the influence of social actors that may shape the cognitive 

evaluation of entrepreneurs during the opportunity-recognition process. This is a 

knowledge gap. This study aims to address this gap.  

2.4.4 A theory of entrepreneurial behaviours and opportunity recognition 

By adopting a behavioural perspective, Dyer, Gregersen, and Christensen (2008) 

conducted an inductive grounded theory on 25 innovative entrepreneurs and 25 senior 

executives of large companies. They empirically developed an opportunity-recognition 
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model, shown here in Figure 2.4. This empirical model depicts innovative 

entrepreneursô opportunity search behaviour that leads to opportunity recognition. 

According to this model, entrepreneurs who are less susceptible to status quo bias (a 

type of cognitive bias) demonstrate questioning, observing, experimenting, and 

networking behaviours during their opportunity search. These behaviours facilitate 

associational or pattern-recognition thinking (a cognitive process) that generates 

opportunity ideas. Dyer, Gregersen, and Christensen referred to the process of 

generating opportunity idea as óopportunity recognitionô.  

 

Figure 2.4 Opportunity recognition model by Dyer, Gregersen, and Christensen 

The main strength of this model is that it shows the relationship between cognitive bias, 

behaviour, and the cognitive process. Lower susceptibility to status quo bias triggers 

specific entrepreneursô behavioural actions that enable the cognitive process leading to 

opportunity recognition. These behavioural actions are only identifiable when 

entrepreneurs engage in opportunity-related information search. The main weakness of 

this model is that it retrospectively explains the opportunity recognition of innovative 

entrepreneurs who already had established innovative businesses. As mentioned earlier, 

retrospective studies can only report on past behaviours. It cannot depict current 

behaviours related to opportunity recognition. Therefore, the current findings of this 

model cannot be transferrable to nascent entrepreneurs who are in the process of 

recognising opportunities. Moreover, this model does not consider the role of social 

context that may enable or preclude certain behaviours and the cognitive process. 

Unlike innovative and experienced entrepreneurs, nascent entrepreneurs may behave 
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and cognise differently and utilise their social sources for opportunity-related 

information search. Their behavioural and cognitive processes related to opportunity 

search may be shaped by their social circles, or vice versa. This study is concerned with 

understanding how nascent entrepreneursô cognitive process mediated through social 

situatedness enable specific behaviours that contribute to opportunity recognition.  

2.4.5 A conceptual model of entrepreneurial opportunity production: a 

constructivist perspective 

By adopting a social constructivist perspective, Wood and McKinley (2010) 

conceptually developed an opportunity-recognition model of inexperienced 

entrepreneurs (Figure 2.5). This model assumes that entrepreneurial opportunity 

recognition proceeds through three stages: (1) the conception of an opportunity idea; (2) 

the objectification of that idea; and (3) the enactment of opportunity into a new venture. 

In this opportunity-recognition model, opportunity begins as an idea that an individual 

conceived from his/her social world. It is then objectified through the level of consensus 

among peers. The lack of consensus could result in the abandonment of ideas. 

Conversely, the opportunity-enactment process is influenced by entrepreneursô social 

ties and reputation. A lack of social ties and reputation may result in opportunity 

abandonment.  

 

Figure 2.5 Opportunity recognition process model by Wood and McKinley 

The main strength of this model is that it conceptually explains inexperienced 

entrepreneursô opportunity-recognition process. This model identifies social context as a 
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key factor that facilitates cognitive processes related to opportunity recognition. 

Besides, it considers opportunity abandonment as part of the opportunity-recognition 

process. The main weakness of this model is that it is not empirically driven. Even 

though the model highlights the conception of opportunity idea, it is not known how the 

idea conception initially takes place. Also, this model emphasises describing 

inexperienced entrepreneurs without specifying their level of experience: novice or 

nascent. Therefore, it cannot be claimed that the current model is similar to nascent 

entrepreneurs who are in the process of recognising opportunities. However, the social 

constructionist perspective may empirically shed new light on this specific type of 

entrepreneur. This study is concerned with understanding nascent entrepreneursô 

opportunity recognition from a social constructionist perspective. 

2.4.6 An integrative model of opportunity recognition: prior knowledge and 

cognitive characteristics  

Hajizadeh and Zali (2016) tested their hypothesis on sample of 64 experienced 

entrepreneurs: founders of Nano-technology companies. Their hypothesis confirmed 

that opportunity recognition is influenced by three factors: (1) entrepreneurial alertness; 

(2) entrepreneurial learning; and (3) prior knowledge (Figure 2.6). Their study 

highlighted the role of prior knowledge on cognitive characteristics, and vice versa. 

They determined that prior knowledge enhances both cognitive characteristics, 

entrepreneurial alertness and entrepreneurial learning, which leads to successful 

opportunity recognition. Their study also confirmed that higher entrepreneurial alertness 

and learning mediate the relationship between prior knowledge and opportunity 

recognition. It was found that higher entrepreneurial alertness and learning helps 

entrepreneurs to apply prior knowledge to acquire new information, and the 

combination of new and prior knowledge leads to opportunity recognition.  
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Figure 2.6 Opportunity recognition model by Hajizadeh and Ali  

The main strength of this model is that it shows the recursive relationship between prior 

knowledge, alertness, and learning. The relationship among factors provides better 

understanding of their role in opportunity recognition. The weakness of this model is 

that it retrospectively explains the opportunity recognition of experienced entrepreneurs 

who already have established businesses. As mentioned previously, retrospective 

studies do not depict real-time cognitive and behavioural processes that 

disproportionately contribute to ongoing opportunity recognition. Besides, the 

conceptual models are limited to the explanation of experienced entrepreneurs. 

Therefore, the findings cannot be transferrable to nascent entrepreneurs who are 

currently in the process of recognising opportunities. In addition, it did not consider the 

social networks or situatedness that may contribute to the identified factors.  

2.4.7 Identification, intentions and entrepreneurial opportunities: an integrative 

process model 

Jarvisôs (2016) conceptually developed opportunity-recognition model of nascent 

entrepreneurs explores the relationship between entrepreneursô identification, intention, 

and opportunities (Figure 2.7). Their model suggests that entrepreneurial intention 

mediates the relationship between an individualôs identification as entrepreneur and 

entrepreneurial behaviour: opportunity recognition and exploitation. In this model, 

Jarvis proposed that opportunity recognition and exploitation are definitive behaviours 

of entrepreneurs. According to the model, individuals who identify themselves as 

entrepreneurs will be aware of the need to recognise and exploit opportunities. In other 

words, the identification as an entrepreneur drives individualsô intent to search for and 
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enact entrepreneurial opportunities. Behavioural controls such as domain-relevant 

knowledge and availability of resources (entrepreneurial munificence) increase the 

likelihood of perceiving oneself as an entrepreneur and subsequent search for 

opportunities. In this model, opportunity search rather than entrepreneurial alertness is a 

key part of opportunity recognition.  

 

 

Figure 2.7 Opportunity recognition model by Jarvis  

The main strengths of this model is that it explicitly highlights nascent entrepreneursô 

opportunity recognition and enactment as definitive behaviours. It also sheds light on 

entrepreneurial intention that is mediated by entrepreneursô identification and social 

norms. The weakness of this model is that it is not empirically developed, and shows a 

nascent entrepreneursô behaviour without considering the influence of cognition. This 

model is an arrangement of variables identified in the extant literature about nascent 

entrepreneursô opportunity recognition.  
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In the above, I evaluated both conceptual and empirical models of opportunity 

recognition. These models highlight the importance of behavioural and cognitive factors 

in relation to opportunity recognition. The key factors are entrepreneurial alertness, 

prior knowledge, active search, entrepreneurial learning, intention, personality traits, 

and social networks. However, the empirical models are based on experienced 

entrepreneurs who already had established businesses. These are developed from the 

retrospective study of opportunity recognition. Extant literature has already claimed that 

the retrospective studies do not capture entrepreneursô cognitive and behavioural 

processes, essential to understanding opportunity recognition (Gaglio and Katz, 2001; 

Grégoire, Shepherd and Lambert, 2009). Conversely, the conceptual models evaluated 

above lack empirical evidence. Wood and McKinley (2010) and Jarvisôs (2016) 

conceptual model highlights the importance of the cognitive and behavioural processes 

of nascent entrepreneurs in relation to opportunity recognition. Wood and McKinleyôs 

model shows how they cognise opportunities with the support of a social circle, whereas 

Jarvisôs model shows how their opportunity search behaviour leads to opportunity 

recognition. The main knowledge gap is that there is no empirical model that represents 

nascent entrepreneursô opportunity recognition. This study aims to address this gap by 

investigating cognitive and behavioural process of nascent entrepreneurs. However, 

these models have suggested that prior knowledge, entrepreneurial alertness, active 

search, intention, and social networks are major factors of opportunity recognition. 

These factors highlight both the cognitive (i.e. entrepreneurial alertness) and 

behavioural action (search, social network reliance, intention) of entrepreneurs. Having 

identified these factors, the following sections review these in detail. 

2.5 Prior knowledge and opportunity recognition  

Prior knowledge is a key factor of opportunity recognition (Shane, 2000; Shepherd and 

DeTienne, 2005; Arentz, Sautet, and Storr, 2013). It refers to an individualôs distinctive 

information about a subject matter that may be the result of work experience, education, 

and/or idiosyncratic life experiences (Shepherd and DeTienne, 2005). Research on prior 

knowledge has taken cues from the work of Hayek on dispersed knowledge in society. 

Hayek claimed that knowledge is not evenly distributed in society (Hayek, 1945). 

Knowledge about under-utilised resources, demand of new raw materials, or sudden 

political changes is distributed according to the life circumstances of each person in 

society (Shane and Venkataraman, 2000). Opportunities exist because of the uneven 
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distribution of knowledge in society (Kirzner, 1997). As a result, only some individuals, 

but not all, can recognise opportunities. However, with the progress of study, several 

scholars have claimed that prior knowledge provides a foundation of the cognitive 

framework (i.e. mental models) that help entrepreneurs to recognise opportunities 

(Arentz, Sautet, and Storr, 2013; Li, Wang, and Liang, 2015; Hajizadeh and Zali, 2016). 

In other words, the cognitive process derives from the knowledge structure provided by 

prior knowledge. Kolb (1984) refers to prior knowledge as one of the three distinct 

elements in the experiential learning process. Through the process of experiential 

learning, individuals accumulate and integrate new with prior knowledge. Thus, the 

knowledge structure evolves and develops.   

2.5.1 Dimensions of prior knowledge 

There are four dimensions of prior knowledge that influence the recognition of 

opportunities. These dimensions are knowledge of the market, knowledge about ways of 

serving the market, knowledge of customersô problems, and knowledge of technology 

(Shane, 2000; Marvel and Lumpkin, 2007). Knowledge of the market makes it easier to 

recognise demand conditions, which facilitates the recognition of opportunities (Shane, 

2003). Knowledge of how to serve the market refers to the knowledge of production and 

distribution of goods or services in the market. A new production method or a new 

source of supply can trigger opportunity recognition, as this new knowledge allows 

individuals to better serve the existing market. Similarly, prior knowledge of customersô 

problems leads to opportunity recognition because knowledge facilitates ways to solve 

problems in situations when customers cannot articulate their needs or solutions (ibid).  

2.5.2 Prior empirical studies 

To date, scholars have studied experienced entrepreneurs and non-entrepreneursô 

(students and managers) dimension of prior knowledge that contributes to the 

recognition of opportunities. Table 2.3 provides an overview of these studies, including 

their authors, year of study, participantsô methods, and findings. In the following 

paragraphs, I critically examines these studies.  

Authors 

& Year  

Studies  Participants Types of 

Entrepreneur 

Method Study findings 
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Shane 

(2000)  

Exploring the 

relationship 

between prior 

knowledge 

and 

opportunity 

discovery 

Eight cases of 

entrepreneurial 

opportunities 

(22 technology 

entrepreneurs) 

Experienced 

entrepreneurs 

Semi-

structured 

interviews 

Knowledge of 

the market, 

knowledge of 

ways of serving 

the market and 

knowledge of 

customersô 

problems 

facilitate 

opportunity 

recognition.  

Shepherd 

& 

DeTienne 

(2005) 

Exploring the 

constructs of 

financial 

rewards and 

prior 

knowledge in 

the recognition 

of 

opportunities  

78 MBA & 

executive 

MBA students  

Non-

entrepreneurs 

Laboratory 

Experiment 

Prior knowledge 

leads to 

opportunity 

recognition. It 

also moderates 

financial 

rewards and 

opportunity 

recognition. 

Marvel & 

Lumpkin 

(2007) 

How does the 

experience, 

education, and 

prior 

knowledge of 

technology 

entrepreneurs 

relate to 

innovation 

radicalness at 

opportunity 

recognition? 

145 

technology 

entrepreneurs  

Experienced 

entrepreneurs 

Survey Innovation 

radicalness was 

positively 

associated with 

formal 

education and 

prior knowledge 

and prior 

knowledge of 

technology, but 

negatively 

associated with 

prior knowledge 

of ways to serve 
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market.  

Gruber, 

McMillan, 

and 

Thompson 

(2013) 

Escaping the 

Prior 

Knowledge 

Corridor: 

What Shapes 

the Number 

and Variety of 

Market 

Opportunities 

Identified 

Before Market 

Entry of 

Technology 

Start-ups? 

Founders of 

496 

technology 

ventures  

Experienced 

entrepreneurs 

Interview Entrepreneurs 

recognise large 

numbers and 

varied market 

opportunities 

when they 

possess diverse 

industry 

experience and 

diverse external 

knowledge 

sourcing 

relationship. 

Arentz, 

Sautet and 

Storr 

(2013) 

Prior 

knowledge 

and 

opportunity 

identification  

64 students  Non-

entrepreneurs  

Laboratory 

experiment  

Prior knowledge 

indirectly 

influences 

opportunity 

recognition 

through its 

impact on 

entrepreneurial 

alertness.  
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Li, Wang 

and Liang 

(2015) 

The influence 

of 

entrepreneurial 

experience, 

alertness, and 

prior 

knowledge on 

opportunity 

recognition  

94 student 

entrepreneurs 

who founded 

their 

companies and 

114 non-

entrepreneurs 

Experienced 

and non-

experienced 

entrepreneurs  

Survey Prior knowledge 

indirectly 

influence 

opportunity 

recognition 

through its 

impact on 

entrepreneurial 

alertness.  

Hajizadeh 

and Zali 

(2016) 

Prior 

knowledge, 

cognitive 

characteristics, 

and 

opportunity 

recognition  

64 

entrepreneurs  

Experienced 

entrepreneurs  

Survey  Prior knowledge 

indirectly 

influences 

opportunity 

recognition 

through its 

impact on 

entrepreneurial 

alertness. 

Kuckertz 

et al. 

(2017) 

Associated 

relationships 

between prior 

knowledge, 

opportunity 

recognition, 

and 

exploitation   

101 executive 

managers 

Non-

entrepreneurs 

Survey Prior knowledge 

is positively 

associated with 

opportunity 

recognition and 

exploitation.  

Table 2.3 Overview of prior knowledge study findings 

Shane (2000) examined eight cases of entrepreneurial opportunities in the area of 3-D 

printing technology. He interviewed 22 technology entrepreneurs. He found that 

entrepreneursô prior knowledge of the market, ways of serving the market, and 

customersô problems led them to recognise entrepreneurial opportunities. His study 

findings are limited to experienced entrepreneurs who already had established 

businesses. Entrepreneurs who recall past information may be subject to self-reporting 
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and retrospective bias. Their experience with successful business creation may have 

modified their past information in a favourable way. Therefore, study findings based on 

retrospective information do not confirm whether the prior knowledge of nascent 

entrepreneurs, who are in the process of starting a business, play any role in their 

opportunity recognition.  

Shepherd and DeTienne (2005) conducted an experimental study on 78 MBA and 

executive MBA students (non-entrepreneurs) to explore the relationship between prior 

knowledge of customersô problems and financial rewards in the recognition of 

opportunity recognition. Their study results show that while prior knowledge of 

customersô problems leads to the recognition of opportunities, it also moderates the 

relationship between financial reward and opportunity recognition. They found that the 

less knowledge that individuals had about customersô problem, the more positive the 

effect that the financial reward had on the number of opportunities recognised, and the 

innovativeness of those opportunities. The main strength of their study is that they 

adopted an experimental study to eliminate retrospective and self-reporting bias. 

However, the experimental study is weak in its nature when opportunity recognition is 

itself a living phenomenon within a real-world context. Moreover, since the study 

investigated non-entrepreneurs, the findings could not be transferred to entrepreneurs. 

Marvel and Lumpkin (2007) surveyed 145 technology entrepreneurs to investigate how 

the four dimensions of prior knowledge (the market, ways of serving the market, 

customersô problems, and technology) relate to innovation radicalness at opportunity 

recognition. Their study results showed that innovation radicalness is positively 

associated with prior knowledge of technology, but negatively associated with prior 

knowledge of ways to serve markets. Similar to prior studies, they adopted a 

quantitative methodology focusing on experienced technology-based entrepreneurs. Due 

to the nature of the study, the claims of the findings cannot be transferred to nascent 

entrepreneurs.  

Gruber, McMillan, and Thompson (2013) investigated the factors that shape the number 

and variety of market opportunities identified before the market entry of technology 

start-ups. They interviewed the founders of 496 technology ventures. Their findings 

showed that entrepreneurs recognise large numbers and varied market opportunities 

when they possess diverse industry experience and diverse external knowledge-sourcing 
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relationships. However, their claims are limited to experienced entrepreneurs who 

already possess diverse knowledge. The retrospective investigation of past-recognised 

opportunities may be biased by entrepreneursô self-reporting of distant past information 

(Davidsson and Honig, 2003). The study findings cannot be transferred to nascent 

entrepreneurs, who are in the process of recognising opportunities. 

Arentz, Sautet, and Storrôs (2013) laboratory experiment on 64 students showed that 

prior knowledge indirectly influenced opportunity recognition through its impact on 

entrepreneurial alertness. Similar study findings emerged from Li, Wang, and Liangôs 

(2015) quantitative study on eight student entrepreneurs, and Hajizadeh and Zaliôs 

(2016) survey research on 64 experienced entrepreneurs. These study findings ï prior 

knowledgeôs indirect influence on opportunity recognition through its impact on 

entrepreneurial alertness ï suggest that prior knowledge provides a knowledge structure 

called a cognitive framework, which is responsible for heightening alertness to specific 

opportunities. However, the main weakness of these studies is that these studies are 

quantitative. Due to the quantitative nature of these studies, they do not explain how 

entrepreneurs find the relevance of prior knowledge to specific opportunities. Moreover, 

these studies were conducted on non-entrepreneurs and experienced entrepreneurs. 

Therefore, the findings cannot be transferred to nascent entrepreneurs who are in the 

process of recognising opportunities.  

Kuckertz et al. (2017) surveyed 101 executive managers to measure opportunity 

recognition and exploitation constructs. Their study hypothesis confirmed that prior 

knowledge is positively associated with opportunity recognition. The limitation of their 

study is that they surveyed managers, not entrepreneurs. Managers and entrepreneurs 

are distinct individuals (Moroz and Hindle, 2012). Managers operate in existing means-

ends framework whereas entrepreneurs create new means-ends framework. Because of 

the fundamental difference between managers and entrepreneurs, the study findings 

cannot be inferred to entrepreneurs. Moreover, the study findings do not explain how 

prior knowledge unfolds  opportunity-recognition process.  

The above literature review demonstrates that prior knowledge is an important construct 

for the study of entrepreneurial opportunity recognition. It provides a knowledge 

structure that activates specific cognitive characteristics, i.e. entrepreneurial alertness. 

To date, scholars have focused on experienced entrepreneursô and non-entrepreneursô 
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prior knowledge on the recognition of opportunities. Most of these studies were mainly 

based on either surveys or experimental studies. This limits or avoids the context of the 

phenomenon. Opportunity recognition is an ongoing and context-specific phenomenon. 

While experimental studies aim to avoid retrospective and self-reporting bias, surveyed 

studies are subject to these biases. The evidence from the above literature review 

suggests that the role of prior knowledge on nascent entrepreneursô opportunity 

recognition is unexplored. The results of these studies could have been different if 

studies had been conducted on nascent entrepreneurs. 

2.6 Entrepreneurial alertness and opportunity recognition 

Entrepreneurial alertness is one of the most important factors of opportunity recognition 

(Kirzner, 1997; Gaglio and Katz, 2001; Tang, Kacmar, and Busenitz, 2012; Valliere, 

2013). The term óentrepreneurial alertnessô was first introduced by Kirzner (1973). 

According to Kirzner, entrepreneurial alertness refers to óthe ability to spot 

opportunitiesô (1979); and óan attitude of receptiveness to available opportunities that 

have hitherto been overlookedô (1997). Spotting, or being receptive to, opportunities 

requires individualsô ability to interpret information as an opportunity. At the early stage 

of the entrepreneurial alertness theory, there was no plausible explanation of how 

individuals become alerted to opportunity. Scholars have associated alertness with sheer 

luck, sudden surprise, superior intuition, and a lucky hunch (Kirzner, 1997; Shane and 

Venkataraman 2000). Over the years, entrepreneurial alertness has been translated into 

individualsô cognitive properties/characteristics (i.e. mental models) and conscious 

search behaviours (Gaglio and Katz, 2001; Baron and Ensley, 2006; Valliere, 2013; 

Hajizadeh and Zali, 2016). By drawing on the pattern-recognition theory of cognitive 

science, scholars have claimed that alert individuals have more accurate mental models 

or cognitive frameworks (i.e. prototype model, exemplar model and schema model) that 

enable the interpretation of given opportunity information (ibid). 

The mental models prototypes, exemplars, and schema all represent the knowledge 

structure of an individualôs physical and social world (Gaglio and Katz, 2000; Baron, 

2006; Baron and Ensley, 2006; Aviram, 2009; Valliere, 2013). Knowledge structure 

evolves with life experiences that shape  mental models. Several empirical studies have 

shown that prior knowledge is an important antecedent of entrepreneurial alertness 

(Tang, Kacmar, and Busenitz, 2012; Arentz, Sautet, and Storr, 2013; Li, Wang, and 



54 | P a g e 

 

Liang, 2015; Hajizadeh and Zali, 2016). Ucbasaran, Westhead, and Wrightôs (2008) 

study demonstrated that knowledge acquired through prior business ownership 

experience (referred to as specific human capital) alerts individuals to opportunities. 

From their findings, they claimed that due to prior business-ownership experience, 

repeat entrepreneurs (often referred to as habitual entrepreneurs) are more likely to 

recognise opportunities than novice entrepreneurs. With reference to this claim, first-

time nascent entrepreneurs may not be alerted to opportunities because they do not have 

prior business-ownership experience. To date, no empirical evidence has been found to 

confirm that nascent entrepreneurs recognise opportunities through alertness. 

Understanding how these entrepreneurs come up with opportunities may reveal insight 

into their cognitive processes. Therefore, one of the objectives of this study is to explore 

how nascent entrepreneurs come up with opportunity ideas. 

Turning back to alternative theories of the opportunity-formation process ï discovery 

theory and creation theory (see section 2.2). Discovery theorists have claimed that 

opportunities are formed exogenously whereas creation theorists have argued that 

opportunities are formed endogenously through the actions of entrepreneurs (Kirzner, 

1997; Shane, 2003; Fletcher, 2006; Alvarez and Barney, 2007; Wood and McKinley, 

2010). Regardless of alternative theoretical stances on opportunity formation, scholars 

have recognised entrepreneurial alertness as the most important factor of opportunity 

recognition (Tang, Kacmar, and Busenitz, 2012; Valliere, 2013). They claimed that, in 

the discovery theory, entrepreneurial alertness provides necessary information about 

objective conditions, i.e. market imperfections caused by an exogenous shock. 

Conversely, in the creation view, alertness provides essential information of a more 

constructivist slant. Herein, information may allow individuals to reconceptualise some 

aspects of the world, or impute new meaning to existing objective features. 

Reconceptualising, or imputing new meaning, requires cognitive evaluation from 

others. I argue that, in the creation view, the term awareness is more appropriate than 

alertness because individuals find opportunities through the process of social 

interaction. Their consciousness heightens as they impute the meaning of opportunities 

to the experienced phenomenon.  

However, by integrating prior studies, Tang, Kacmar, and Busenitz (2012) proposed 

three dimensions of entrepreneurial alertness. These three dimensions are reviewed 

below. 
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2.6.1 Dimensions of alertness 

Tang, Kacmar, and Busenitz (2012) proposed three distinct elements of alertness: (1) 

systematically or non-systematically scan the environment and search for information; 

(2) associate or piece together previously unconnected information; and (3) make 

evaluations and judgement about the existence of opportunities. They claimed that these 

three elements complement each other and provide individuals with a foundation on 

which to identify opportunities. However, these three elements integrate the process of 

searching, interpreting, and making sense of information as an entrepreneurial 

opportunity. Searching, scanning, and evaluating are conscious behavioural actions. 

Conversely, associating unrelated information is a cognitive process. Therefore, these 

dimensions represent entrepreneurial alertness as cognitive and behavioural 

characteristics. Below, each of these dimensions are explained.  

(a) Alert scanning and searching for information. This alertness dimension is associated 

with information-seeking behaviour. By scanning and searching, individuals build a 

knowledge structure, which is the foundation of specific cognitive frameworks, i.e. 

prototypes or schemas. Tang, Kacmar, and Busenitz (ibid) claimed that scanning and 

search behaviour captures individualsô ability to seek information to further explore 

newly associated concepts.  

(b) Alert association and connection. This dimension focuses on receiving new 

information and making connections with an existing knowledge base. In other words, it 

creates meaning by óconnecting the dotsô between disparate information, and the 

meaning of information emerges as an opportunity. However, an individual may need to 

re-engage in scanning and searching for information to clarify revised thoughts. This 

scanning and searching involves a recursive relationship with association and 

connection. The recursive relationship indicates a recursive, cognitive, and behavioural 

process.  

(c) Making evaluations and judgements. This dimension is an important part of 

entrepreneurial alertness. On the condition that an opportunity arises as the outcome of 

the above two, an individual may exercise entrepreneurial judgement on the suitability 

of opportunities. During this evaluation stage, an individual decides whether the 

opportunity is for him or for someone with the right capabilities. During the evaluation, 
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s/he may search for additional information that may result in the refinement of ideas or 

the consideration of related alternatives. 

The above alertness dimensions illuminate the recursive relationship between cognitive 

and behavioural processes in relation to opportunities. The main drawback of this model 

is that it is conceptually developed by integrating prior studies. It does not provide 

empirical evidence on entrepreneursô alertness dimensions in relation to opportunity 

recognition. Valliere (2013) further extended the work of Tang, Kacmar and Busenitz 

(2012). He provided a conceptual explanation of the second element of alertness: an 

association or piecing together of previously unconnected information. He proposed 

three antecedents: schematic richness, schematic association, and schematic priming. 

Schema are dynamic, evolving mental models that represent individualôs knowledge 

and beliefs about how social and physical worlds work. Bartlett (1932) first laid the 

foundation of schema theory. However, Valliereôs  conceptual model suggests that 

entrepreneurial alertness is based on schematic differences due to the richness of 

schemata, the association between stimuli and schemata, and the priming of particular 

schemata. Schematic richness is built upon prior knowledge, experiences, and 

education. Schematic association is strengthened by entrepreneurial practice. Schematic 

priming is motivated by entrepreneurial intention.  

Overall, the current alertness theory is based on human cognition. Scholars have 

devoted too much effort in understanding the cognitive process of entrepreneurs from a 

cognitive science perspective. The literature review revealed that alertness is not only a 

cognitive characteristic but also a behavioural action. It is a cognitive characteristic that 

manifests into a behavioural action by which entrepreneurs coalesce an opportunity 

idea. Nevertheless, the theory of entrepreneurial alertness is based on the study of 

experienced entrepreneurs. It is not known whether nascent entrepreneursô alertness to 

opportunities are akin to experienced entrepreneurs. Nascent entrepreneurs who lack 

prior business-ownership experience may not have a relevant knowledge structure. This 

suggests that the current alertness theory is less applicable to nascent entrepreneurs. 

Therefore, one of the objectives of this study is to explore the process by which nascent 

entrepreneurs generate opportunity ideas. 
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2.7 Opportunity search  

Several studies have claimed that opportunity search is a critical component of 

opportunity recognition (Baron, 2006; Hsieh, Nickerson, and Zenger, 2007; Heinonen, 

Hytti, and Stenholm, 2009; Gielnik et al., 2014). Scholars have recognised opportunity 

search as a behaviour of entrepreneurs (Kaish and Gilad, 1991; Cooper, Folta and Woo, 

1995; Dyer, Gregersen and Christensen, 2008; Dimov 2011). It encompasses various 

behavioural actions: honing and refining existing opportunity ideas, or searching for 

new opportunities. In the extant literature, behavioural action is often referred to as 

óentrepreneurial actionô and óentrepreneurial behaviourô. Scholars consensually agreed 

that information is the source of opportunities. (Busenitz, 1996; Fiet, Piskounov and 

Patel, 2005). In many cases, óopportunity searchô is interchangeably used with 

óinformation searchô. Access to existing information and/or new information enables 

some, but not all, people to recognise opportunities (Shane, 2003). 

Whether opportunity-search behaviour is proactive or reactive in nature is an ongoing 

academic debate. Several scholars have claimed that opportunities are óout thereô, and 

individuals proactively search for them (Kaish and Gilad, 1991; Heinonen, Hytti, and 

Stenholm, 2011; Gielnik et al., 2014). Others have argued that individuals become 

sensitive to opportunity-related information when they are alerted to opportunities 

(Kirzner, 1997; Hsieh, Nickerson, and Zenger, 2007). According to them, proactive 

opportunity search is problematic as one cannot search for opportunities without known 

priori. Opportunity, by definition, is unknown until created or discovered. While the 

proponents of proactive search behaviour claimed opportunity search as a distinct 

component of opportunity recognition, the proponents of reactive search behaviours 

conceptually integrated search behaviour with entrepreneurial alertness. There has been 

no evidence that a particular search approach dominates the opportunity recognition 

spectrum (Dimov, 2007b). It is also not known whether proactive or reactive nature 

varies according to the type of entrepreneur. Identifying whether nascent entrepreneurs 

proactively or reactively search opportunities would trim the existing academic debate.  

To date, studies have mainly investigated novice and habitual (or repeat) entrepreneurs 

(Ozgen and Baron, 2007; Ucbasaran, Westhead, and Wright, 2008; Westhead, 

Ucbasaran and Wright, 2009; Ramos-Rodríguez et al., 2010; Gielnik, 2014). There has 

been no evidence on how nascent entrepreneurs search for opportunities. Prior empirical 
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studies has shown that the intensity of information search, as well as the volume of 

information sought, are related to entrepreneursô prior experience. Kaish and Gilad 

(1991) surveyed 51 founders and 36 executives. Their study results demonstrated that 

the physical volume of a search is a distinguishing characteristic of entrepreneurial 

behaviour. Inexperienced entrepreneurs are more likely to search for more information 

than experienced ones. Similarly, Cooper, Folta, and Wooôs (1995) examination of 117 

entrepreneurs showed that inexperienced entrepreneurs search for more information 

than experienced ones. Their findings also showed that inexperienced entrepreneurs 

search vary depending upon whether they are in a familiar or unfamiliar domain. 

Westhead, Ucbasaran, and Wrightôs (2009) survey research on 625 entrepreneurs 

confirmed that habitual entrepreneurs identified more opportunities as a result of a 

higher intensity of information search.  

There is a paucity of research on entrepreneursô opportunity-search behaviours that 

might contribute disproportionately to opportunity recognition (Dyer, Gregersen, and 

Christensen, 2008). Prior studies have suggested that, due to the differences in cognitive 

mindsets, experienced and inexperienced entrepreneurs differ in their behaviour 

(Westhead, Ucbasaran and Wright, 2009). The difference in cognitive mindsets implies 

that experienced entrepreneursô opportunity search may be guided by richer models and 

a greater awareness of what is needed than their inexperienced counterparts (Cooper, 

Folta, and Woo, 1995; Baron and Ensley, 2006). In other words, they may have better 

appreciation of the value of information than inexperienced entrepreneurs. Therefore, it 

is reasonable to apprehend that search behaviours vary significantly among different 

types of entrepreneurs. 

Although scholars have shown interest in understanding inexperienced entrepreneursô 

opportunity-search behaviour (Baron, 2006), there are no empirical studies that explain 

nascent entrepreneursô contemporaneous opportunity-search behaviour. Prior studies 

have investigated entrepreneurs who already have an established business. These 

findings were based on retrospective studies that reported past behaviour. 

Entrepreneursô self-reported past behaviour may be distorted by their gradual learning 

as well as their tendencies to glorify successful endeavours and depreciate those that 

turn out to be wrong (Dimov, 2007b). This highlights the need for the investigation of 

the nascent entrepreneursô opportunity-search process. The study of nascent 

entrepreneursô opportunity-search process would provide insight into behaviours that 
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contribute to the recognition of opportunities. To address this knowledge gap, I propose 

the following research objective: how do nascent entrepreneursô behavioural actions 

shape opportunity ideas into bona fide opportunities?  

2.7.1 Entrepreneurial intention  

In the extant literature, several scholars have contended that entrepreneurial opportunity 

recognition is an intentional process (Krueger, Reilly and Carsrud, 2000). Intentionality 

predicts planned behaviour (i.e. self-employment career choices) which reflects some 

degree of cognitive processes. Prior studies have broadly investigated individualsô 

general intention of founding their own firms (Segal, Borgia, and Schoenfield, 2005; 

Turker and Selcuk, 2009; Mohamad et al. 2015). Many of these studies mainly 

examined the antecedents of entrepreneurial intention. These antecedents are 

entrepreneurial passion, creativity, perceived feasibility, perceived desirability, 

propensity to act, personal attitude, tolerance for risk, structural support (Krueger, 

Reilly and Carsrud, 2000; Segal, Borgia and Schoenfield, 2005; Turker and Selcuk, 

2009; Fitzsimmons and Douglas, 2011; Ferreira et al. 2012; Solesvik, 2013; Mohamad 

et al. 2015; Biraglia and Kadile, 2017). Understanding antecedents is essential for 

unravelling planned behaviour of entrepreneurs. However, studies on antecedents fail to 

explain whether entrepreneurial intention is related to opportunity recognition process. 

Few studies have acknowledged that such broad entrepreneurial intention studies may 

not precisely predict whether individual would act on given opportunities (Dimov, 

2007a).  

Gilad and Levine (1986) proposed push and pull theory to explain individualôs intention 

to start new business. According to push theory, individuals pushed into entrepreneurial 

opportunities by unfavourable circumstances (such as unemployment, job 

dissatisfaction) whereas pull theory argues that individuals are attracted to opportunities 

seeking independence, self-fulfilment, wealth creation and other desirable outcomes. 

Understanding entrepreneurial intention helps scholars understand the process through 

which individuals come up with opportunity-ideas, the source of those ideas and the 

recognition of opportunities. 

2.7.2 Social networks as source for opportunity search 

In the extant literature, social networks appear as the most critical opportunity source 

(Davidsson and Honig, 2003; Baron, 2006; Ozgen and Baron, 2007; Ramos-Rodríguez 
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et al., 2010; Ma et al., 2011). Reliance on social network is an opportunity-search 

behaviour. However, it is unknown what social network nascent entrepreneurs rely on 

and what and how they search (Baron, ibid). Also, we know little of the social processes 

that may enhance the ability to recognise opportunities (Davidsson and Honig, 2003). 

Prior studies have shown that experienced entrepreneurs use a wide range of social 

networks. Ucbasaran, Westhead, and Wrightôs (2008) empirical studies of 588 business 

owners demonstrated that entrepreneurs use the following social networks: professional 

networks (i.e. consultants, banks, patents, national, and local government sources), 

publications (i.e. magazines, newspaper, trade publications, and technical literature), 

business networks (i.e. suppliers, employees, and customers), and personal networks 

(i.e. other business owners, friends, and families). Their study findings further showed 

that habitual entrepreneurs identified opportunities are significantly associated with 

their reliance on publication.  

Social networks are an important source of information that may develop rich cognitive 

frameworks by contributing a knowledge base (Baron, 2006). For example, discussing 

opportunity ideas with friends and family may result in the formation of more accurate 

cognitive frameworks. Social networks are essential for the cognitive evaluation of 

opportunity ideas (Wood and McKinley, 2010). This suggests that social network 

members are useful to nascent entrepreneurs for refining and developing opportunity 

ideas. Recently, business support organisations especially university pre-incubators, 

emerge as a key social-network member. University pre-incubators, also known as idea-

hatchers, assist mainly first-time nascent entrepreneurs graduates to refine and develop 

their ideas into bona fide opportunities (Bergek and Norman, 2008; Jansen et al., 2015). 

The main aim of this specific social network is to bridge entrepreneurial knowledge, 

skills, and learning gaps between experienced and non-entrepreneurs (Wirsing et al., 

2002; Hannon; 2004). Several scholars contended that expert advice and business 

support provided by business incubator could substitute for direct experience and help 

entrepreneurs acquire the tacit knowledge shared by other experienced entrepreneurs in 

the industry (Robinson and Stubberud, 2009).  However, there has been no evidence on 

the effect of the pre-incubator on nascent entrepreneursô opportunity refining and 

development process. Also, extant literature lacks knowledge about the effect of other 

social-network reliance on nascent entrepreneursô opportunity recognition.  
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Effects of social network reliance. Several prior studies have investigated the effect of 

social-network reliance on opportunity recognition. Table 2.4 provides an overview of 

these studies, including authors, year of study, participants, methods, and findings. 

These studies are reviewed in the following paragraphs. 

Authors & Year  Participants  Methods  Findings  

Ozgen and Baron 

(2007) 

70 founders of IT 

companies  

Survey  The reliance on mentors, professional 

networks, and informal industry 

network have a positive effect on 

opportunity recognition. The effect of 

the two sources (mentors and 

professional network) mediated by 

schema strength; the effect of third 

source (informal industry network) 

mediated by self-efficacy.  

Cooper and Park 

(2008) 

31 companies within 

business incubator  

Interviews Incubators shape entrepreneursô 

technical and commercial experience, 

influence their attitude to risk and 

personal experience, help develop 

social capital, and provide critical 

knowledge of the existence, 

availability, and applicability of 

technology solutions in new and 

emerging markets.  

Ramos-

Rodríguez et al. 

(2010)  

27,880 Individuals 

(non-entrepreneurs) 

Survey  Both social capital and intellectual 

capital have networks to provide 

access to external knowledge related 

to opportunity recognition.  

Ma et al. (2011) 304 managers  Survey  In a Taiwanese context, strong social 

ties are positively associated with 

opportunity recognition whereas in 

the USA context, the finding is the 

opposite.  

Song et al. 

(2017) 

278 managers Survey Knowledge acquisition positively 

mediates the relationship between 

network reliance and opportunity 

recognition.  

Table 2.4 Overview of prior studies on the effect of social network 
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Ozgen and Baron (2007) surveyed 70 founders of IT companies. Their findings showed 

that mentors, professional forums, and informal industry networks have a positive effect 

on opportunity recognition. The effect of two sources (mentors and professional 

forums) are mediated by schema strength; the effect of third source (informal industry 

networks) are mediated by self-efficacy. The term óself-efficacy refers to individualôs 

belief that they can successfully accomplish the specific tasks that they undertake 

(Bandura, 1997). Schema strength and self-efficacy heightens entrepreneurial alertness 

to opportunities. The main drawbacks of this study is that survey research calls for 

retrospection. Moreover, the study aimed to identify the most effective social network, 

depending on the quality of information. Because of the foci of interest, it overlooked 

other networks that may have contributed to it differently.  

Cooper and Park (2008) interviewed entrepreneurs of 31 technology firms in the context 

of an incubator. Their findings showed that incubators shape entrepreneursô technical 

and commercial experience, influence attitudes to risk and personal experience, help 

develop social capital, and provide critical knowledge of the existence, availability, and 

applicability of technology solutions in new and emerging markets. Based on their study 

they claimed that the professional environment in which entrepreneurs live and work 

has a fundamental influence on their ability to engage effectively in opportunity 

recognition. In the UK, first-time nascent entrepreneurs, mainly university graduates, 

are supported by a pre-incubator. No empirical evidence has been found to suggest 

whether this new form of organisation (i.e. pre-incubator) has any effect on nascent 

entrepreneursô opportunity-recognition process.  

Ramos-Rodríguez et al. (2010) surveyed 27,880 individuals to investigate the effect of 

social-network reliance on opportunity recognition. Their findings showed that both 

social capital and intellectual capital have positive effects on individualsô ability to 

recognise opportunities. Individualsô access to external knowledge through other 

entrepreneurs is critical for developing capacity to recognise opportunities. The main 

limitation of their study is that research participants were not entrepreneurs. The effect 

of social-network reliance was investigated based on the ówhat ifô question.  

Ma et al. (2011) surveyed 304 managers of Taiwanese and US firms to investigate the 

moderating effect of national cultural contexts on the relationship between social 

networks and opportunity recognition. Their findings showed that in the US, social-tie 
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strength is negatively associated with opportunity recognition, whereas in Taiwan, the 

finding is the opposite. The main limitations of their study is that research participants 

are not entrepreneurs: they are managers. Therefore, the findings are not transferrable to 

entrepreneurs.  

Song et al. (2017) surveyed 278 managers to investigate the effect of social-network 

reliance on opportunity recognition. Their study findings suggested that knowledge 

acquisition positively mediates the relationship between network reliance and 

opportunity recognition. Moreover, entrepreneurial orientation negatively moderates not 

only the relationship between knowledge acquisition and opportunity recognition, but 

also the overall mediation model. The main limitations of their study is that research 

participants are not entrepreneurs: they are managers. Therefore, the findings cannot be 

transferred to entrepreneurs.  

These above empirical studies are retrospective in nature, and the findings were the 

results of hypothesis confirmation. These studies do not provide evidence of which 

social networks nascent entrepreneurs rely on and how they impact on the opportunity 

recognition process.  

The review of literature shows that opportunity search is an important factor of 

opportunity recognition. Inexperienced entrepreneurs are more likely to engage in 

opportunity search than experienced ones. However, current theories of opportunity-

search behaviour are based on the retrospective nature of the studies. Prior studies are 

mainly quantitative and do not offer theory of contemporaneous opportunity-search 

behaviour. Opportunity search is, itself, a behavioural action, since it is orientated 

towards an immediate goal, i.e. opportunity idea verification, development, or 

recognition. From empirical studies, we know that novice entrepreneurs search for 

opportunities prior to the establishment of businesses. Since we do not know whether 

nascent entrepreneurs engage in opportunity-search activities, it is reasonable to assume 

that nascent entrepreneurs may demonstrate a similar behavioural pattern in relation to 

opportunity recognition. To understand this specific behaviour, it is important to 

investigate nascent entrepreneursô ongoing opportunity-search behaviour. For this 

study, one of my research objectives is to explore nascent entrepreneursô behaviour (i.e. 

opportunity search) that shapes opportunity idea into bona fide opportunities. Extant 

literature has shown that inexperienced entrepreneurs rely on social networks for 
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cognitive evaluation of their opportunity ideas. However, findings suggest that social 

networks contribute to individuals cognition by providing knowledge. Extant literature 

lacks knowledge about the effect of social-network reliance on nascent entrepreneursô 

opportunity recognition. Therefore, another research objective of this study is to 

understand the role of social networks on nascent entrepreneursô cognitive and 

behavioural processes related to opportunity recognition. 

2.8 Conceptual framework 

The above sections reviewed literature on opportunity recognition. Based on the 

identified gaps in the literature and my understanding of the topic, I have developed a 

conceptual framework (Figure 2.8). My conceptual framework specifies who and what 

will, and will not, be investigated in this study. Below, I elucidate this.  

 

Figure 2.8 Conceptual framework of the opportunity recognition of nascent 

entrepreneurs 

2.8.1 Who and what will be studied? 

The aim of the study is to investigate nascent entrepreneursô ongoing opportunity 

recognition. Nascent entrepreneurs are those individuals who are currently in the 

2.1 First -time (pure) 

nascent entrepreneurs 

Entrepreneurial 

alertness 

Opportunity search 

Prior knowledge 

Social network 

reliance: university 

pre-incubator 

2.2 Opportunity 

ideas emerge as:  

Customer needs or 
product 

2.3 Recognition factors  

2.4 Product or service 

as opportunity : 

novelty, legal and 
social desirability  
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process of starting a new business, but have not yet succeeded in making the transition 

to a new business ownership (Carter, Gartner and Reynolds, 1996; Davidsson and 

Honig, 2003; Reynolds et al., 2004; Dimov, 2011; Hopp and Sonderegger, 2015). The 

above literature review suggests that the differences in prior business-ownership 

experience determines individualsô ability to recognise opportunities. Due to prior 

business ownership, experienced entrepreneurs are likely to recognise more 

opportunities (Rotefoss and Kolvereid, 2005; Ucbasaran, Westhead, and Wright, 2008). 

The opportunity recognition of nascent entrepreneurs, who lack prior business 

ownership experience, is unknown. This is a knowledge gap. Therefore, the conceptual 

framework includes those nascent entrepreneurs who are in the process of recognising 

opportunities for the first time (see block 2.1). 

Extant literature highlights two kinds of opportunities: (a) demand-side; and (b) supply-

side (Dimov, 2007; Santos et al., 2015). Demand-side opportunities pertain to situations 

that give rise to customersô needs. On the other hand, supply-side opportunities pertain 

to situations that reflect the potential for new or existing products or services. Both 

customer needs and products are key components of opportunities (Grégoire and 

Shepherd, 2012). Since we do not know whether nascent entrepreneurs recognise 

demand- or supply-side opportunities, I added both customersô needs and products as 

key components of opportunities in the conceptual framework (see block 2.2).  

The literature review suggests that prior knowledge, entrepreneurial alertness, 

opportunity search, and social-network reliance are key factors of opportunity 

recognition. These factors depict cognitive (prior knowledge, entrepreneurial alertness) 

and behavioural (opportunity search, social-network reliance) elements of 

entrepreneurs. Prior knowledge provides specific knowledge structure (i.e. cognitive 

framework/ mental models) that heightens individualsô alertness to opportunities 

(Arentz, Sautet, and Storr, 2013; Li, Wang, and Liang, 2015; Hajizadeh and Zali, 2016). 

Prior empirical studies showed that knowledge developed from prior business 

ownership enables entrepreneursô opportunity alertness (Ucbasaran, Westhead, and 

Wright, 2008). Repeated (or habitual) entrepreneurs have a well-developed cognitive 

model that enables them better opportunity recognition (Baron and Ensley, 2006). Since 

first-time nascent entrepreneurs lack prior business ownership experience, their 

alertness to opportunities may be different to that of experienced entrepreneurs. 

Therefore, the conceptual framework includes prior knowledge and entrepreneurial 
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alertness as opportunity-recognition factors for further investigation (see block 2.3). 

Entrepreneurial alertness is a cognitive characteristic that leads to the conception of an 

opportunity idea (Wood and McKinley, 2010). Since we lack understanding of this 

specific, cognitive process, the investigation of the idea-conception process may provide 

insight into this. Based on this gap, I set the first research objective.  

    Research objective 1: To explore the process by which nascent entrepreneurs come 

up with opportunity ideas.  

Extant literature has shown that inexperienced entrepreneurs engage in information 

scanning and search processes to objectify opportunities (Kaish and Gilad, 1991; 

Cooper, Folta, and Woo, 1995; Wood and McKinley, 2010). During the search process, 

they may rely on various social networks to test the veracity of their idea developed 

through alertness. Since nascent entrepreneurs do not have prior business-ownership 

experiences, they may not have specific knowledge structure for opportunity 

recognition. This indicates that they are more likely to rely on social networks for 

opportunity recognition. Therefore, the conceptual framework includes opportunity-

search and social networks for further investigation (see concept block 2.3). Since we 

do not know how first-time nascent entrepreneurs search opportunities and what sources 

they rely on, the investigation of their actions in relation to opportunity confirmation 

and refinement may provide new insights into their behaviour. Based on this gap, I set 

the second research objective. 

     Research objective 2: To explore nascent entrepreneursô behavioural actions that 

shape opportunity ideas into entrepreneurial opportunities.  

Extant literature suggests that inexperienced entrepreneurs rely on various social 

networks for their opportunity search. The role of social network members on nascent 

entrepreneursô opportunity-search process is not known. University pre-incubatorôs 

interventions in nascent entrepreneursô opportunity verification process made it an 

important social network. Since extant literature lacks nascent entrepreneursô 

opportunity search, the role of incubator and other social networks require empirical 

exploration. Based on this gap, I set the third research objective. 

      Research objective 3: To understand the role of pre-incubators on entrepreneursô 

cognitive and behavioural process, in relation to opportunities.  
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The literature review demonstrates that opportunity recognition is the perceived 

alignment between a product and customersô needs (Gr®goire, Shepherd, and Lambert, 

2009). The characteristics of entrepreneurial opportunities is that product or service 

must demonstrate novelty, social, and legal desirability. Therefore, I include a product 

or service as the outcome of opportunity recognition as a concept in my framework (see 

concept block 2.4). Extant literature lacks empirically driven recommendations for 

effective opportunity-recognition practice. Based on this gap, I set the fourth research 

objective. 

     Research objective 4: To provide recommendations for effective opportunity 

recognition practice.  

Having discussed the focus of the study, the following section explains who and what 

will, and will not, be studied.  

2.8.2 Who and what will, and will not, be studied  

This study excludes the investigation of other types of entrepreneurs (novice and repeat 

entrepreneurs) who already have established businesses. The opportunity recognition of 

these entrepreneurs would require a retrospective study. Our current knowledge on 

opportunity recognition is based on the retrospective study of past recognised 

opportunities. In addition, nascent entrepreneurs may not be regarded as nascent, but 

novice or habitual entrepreneurs as they already have fully operable businesses. In other 

words, it would not be possible to study nascent entrepreneurs since their identity 

shifted to novice entrepreneurs.  

This study also excluded those nascent entrepreneurs who acted in teams on single 

opportunities. Studying teams of nascent entrepreneurs would only increase the 

complexity and difficulty in capturing cognitive and behavioural processes. In addition, 

this study excludes those nascent entrepreneurs who have prior business ownership 

experiences. Further, this study excludes the examination of personality traits. The 

study of personality traits in opportunity recognition is an interesting avenue, but it 

would add complexity. 

Finally, this study ignores the difference between technology and non-technology-based 

opportunities. Prior study showed that the emergence of nascent ventures varies due to 

technology-based and non-technology-based opportunities (Liao and Welsch, 2008). 
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The theoretical standpoint of this study is that opportunities are endogenously created 

by entrepreneurs; opportunities do not have objective existence. Because of this 

theoretical stance, I assume that technology and non-technology opportunity recognition 

do not vary among nascent entrepreneurs. 

2.9 Summary 

The above literature review has shown that extant literature lacks the integrative theory 

of first-time nascent entrepreneursô on-going opportunity recognition process. Prior 

studies retrospectively investigated experienced entrepreneursô past recognised 

opportunities. Although few studies have investigated nascent entrepreneursô venture 

emergence process, their opportunity recognition process has largely remained 

overlooked. It is found that prior business ownership experience is associated with 

opportunity recognition. However, we lack understanding of opportunity recognition of 

nascent entrepreneurs who lack prior business ownership experiences. Also, due to the 

retrospective nature of studies, nascent entrepreneursô contemporaneous cognitive and 

behavioural process have largely remained unexplored. The literature review of this 

chapter has revealed key factors of opportunity recognition: prior knowledge, 

entrepreneurial alertness, opportunity search and social network reliance. I have 

integrated these factors into a conceptual framework for the investigation of first-time 

nascent entrepreneursô contemporaneous opportunity recognition.  This framework will 

be reviewed and further developed into conceptual model based on the findings of their 

study. 
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Chapter 3 Research Methodology 

In the preceding chapter, I reviewed entrepreneurship literature related to opportunity 

recognition. At the end of that chapter, I developed a conceptual framework to 

investigate nascent entrepreneursô opportunity recognition. In this chapter, I explain and 

justify my choice of research methodology. This study adopts a qualitative research 

methodology to investigate nascent entrepreneursô on-going opportunity recognition. I 

aim to address the following research question: how do nascent entrepreneurs recognise 

entrepreneurial opportunities? Central to this research question, there are four research 

objectives: (1) to explore the process by which nascent entrepreneurs come up with 

opportunity ideas; (2) to understand how nascent entrepreneursô behavioural action 

shapes opportunity ideas into entrepreneurial opportunities; (3) to understand the role of 

the pre-incubator on entrepreneursô cognitive and behavioural process, related to 

opportunity recognition; and (4) to improve opportunity recognition practice by 

providing recommendations. In the extant literature, nascent entrepreneursô opportunity 

recognition is an under-studied phenomenon. Due to paucity of research, we know little 

about how opportunities come to be known by this particular type of entrepreneur. 

Qualitative research is essential for providing new insights into under-studied 

phenomenon (Bluhm et al., 2011). It allows the uncovering of a deeper process in 

individuals and offers an in-depth understanding about how that deeper process unfolds 

over time (ibid). I make qualitative methodological choices by carefully considering my 

research-paradigm position, research competency, and access to research organisation 

and types of data. 

This methodology chapter is organised into the following sections. Section 3.1 

establishes a philosophical frame for the study. In this section, first, I outline my key 

philosophical assumptions: ontology and epistemology. Then, I describe my 

assumptions about the nature of society with regards to study phenomenon ï 

opportunity recognition. Finally, I justify positionality within an interpretive paradigm. 

Section 3.2 justifies the rationale for an inductive research approach. Section 3.3 relates 

philosophical assumptions, paradigm position, and an inductive research approach to 

the chosen qualitative research strategy. Section 3.4 provides rationale for the choice of 

case study research design and describes its key components. Section 3.5 justifies the 

choice of semi-structured interviews, participant observation, and mind-mapping as data 
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collection methods and describes how data were collected. Section 3.6 describes data 

management ï how collected data were managed. Section 3.7 justifies the decision to 

use an inductive thematic data analysis method and explains how data were analysed. 

Section 3.8 describes  ethical issues that I considered during the different phases of 

research. Finally, section 3.9 explains the evaluation criteria of this study.  

3.1 Establishing a philosophical framework for the study  

All theories of organisation are based upon the philosophy of science and theory of 

society (Burrell and Morgan, 1979). Philosophical assumptions and the theory of 

society offer a frame of reference for the study of organisational theories. The frame of 

reference is known as a paradigm, which offers a view of social reality. Different 

paradigms are underpinned by different meta-theoretical assumptions regarding the 

theories of science and society. Because of different meta-theoretical assumptions, they 

offer quite separate views of social reality. In this section, first, I explain my 

philosophical assumptions on the phenomenon of opportunity recognition. I then 

describe my assumptions about the nature of society with regards to the study 

phenomenon: opportunity recognition. Next, I explain how the relationship between 

these two dimensions (philosophical and social world) determine my positionality 

within the interpretive paradigm. 

3.1.1 Philosophical assumptions 

Philosophical assumptions are the centre of this study. Awareness of philosophical 

assumptions can both increase the quality of research and contribute to the creativity of 

the researcher (Easterby-Smith, Thorpe, and Jackson, 2012). Ontology and 

epistemology are two main branches of philosophy. Ontology is about the nature of 

reality of the social world, and epistemology relates to the method of enquiry in the 

social world (Goia, Corley, and Hamilton, 2012). All social scientists approach their 

subject via explicit or implicit philosophical assumptions (Burrell and Morgan, 1979). 

In this study, I made my philosophical assumptions explicit regarding the study of 

opportunity recognition.  

Ontological assumption. The philosophical term óontologyô derives from two Greek 

words: óontosô, which means óbeingô; and ólogosô, which means óknowledgeô (Gill and 

Johnson, 2010). It is concerned with the essence of the phenomena and the nature of 

their existence (ibid). The reality of phenomena is categorised into subjective or 
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objective dimensions. A subjective ontological view assumes that social world 

phenomena are the product of individual consciousness, cognition, experience, 

intention, mind, perception, and so on. In contrast, an objective ontological view 

assumes that social world phenomena are external to the individual, given óout thereô, or 

exist independently.  

The phenomenon of this study is opportunity recognition. My ontological stance of this 

phenomenon is social constructionist. From this perspective, I view opportunity as the 

result of entrepreneursô behavioural action, shaped and influenced by social interaction. 

In other words, opportunity emerges from the cognition and behaviours of entrepreneurs 

as they engage in interaction with the current social structure. Unlike many other 

objective social factors (dowry, marriage, recession, suicide, and so on), opportunities 

are neither objective social facts nor embedded in the social system; however, 

entrepreneurs are. If an opportunity was provided as an objective social fact status, it 

would have been recognised by everyone. As a consequence, it would have carried 

little, or no, value for the pursuers. 

With the help of social actors, entrepreneurs create opportunities that reflect social 

needs. The needs of social actors are temporal and situational. Based upon temporal 

requirements, entrepreneurs develop products or services as solutions. For example, the 

demand for vegan food would not exist if they were no vegan community in the first 

place. The need for vegan foods comes into existence when entrepreneurs understand 

the world of veganism (cognitive process), and that understanding is developed through 

active interaction (behavioural action) with the community, i.e. the value and meaning 

behind the consumption of living things. However, since the meaning and practices of 

veganism may have cultural variances, the need may vary accordingly. The 

opportunityôs, i.e. specific vegan product, lifecycle may diminish due to evolutionary 

vegan practice. Herein, opportunities are understood through cognitive and behavioural 

processes, which are influenced and shaped by social situatedness.  

In summary, my ontological stance for this study is social constructionist. The key 

interest here is entrepreneursô cognitive and behavioural process in relation to 

opportunity recognition, but equal attention is given to socio-cultural practices or the 

norms that shape these processes. 
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Epistemological assumption. The philosophical term epistemology is followed by 

ontological assumptions. It derives from two Greek words: óepistemeô, which means 

óknowledgeô or óscienceô; and ólogosô, meaning óknowledgeô (Gill and Johnson, 2010). 

Epistemological assumptions are about the grounds of knowledge ï about how one 

might begin to understand the world and communicate this as knowledge to others 

(Burrell and Morgan, 1979, p.1). The ground of knowledge is determined by the reality 

of the phenomenon. A hard, tangible phenomenon offers the production of a concrete 

form of knowledge. On the other hand, subjective phenomenon offers a softer, 

subjective, and transcendental type of knowledge. 

From my social constructionist (ontological) view, opportunities are endogenously 

created by entrepreneursô behavioural action as they engage in interactions with current 

social actors. Social interaction enables them to make sense of opportunities. Making 

sense of an opportunity is a cognitive process that enables opportunity recognition. 

Therefore, the knowledge of the opportunity recognition phenomenon lies within 

entrepreneursô action. Entrepreneursô actions are context specific, and portrayed through 

the medium of interaction. Unlike material objects, a humanôs actions are difficult to 

decipher through direct observation. It can only be understood through engagement and 

interaction. Therefore, the knowledge of opportunity recognition can be warranted by 

engaging and interacting with entrepreneurs. This specific epistemological stance is 

called interpretivist. Considering the knowledge gap in the literature and my 

philosophical stance, I propose the following research question: how do nascent 

entrepreneurs recognise entrepreneurial opportunities? 

3.1.2 Assumptions about the nature of society 

In the previous subsection, I explained my philosophical assumptions. In this section, I 

describe my view of society in relation to the study of the opportunity recognition of 

nascent entrepreneurs. From a sociological perspective, I view nascent entrepreneurs as 

an integral part of society. They are embedded in the social environment/systems 

(Stephen and Uhlaner, 2010; Solesvik, 2013). They produce goods and services to serve 

the general needs of society. Society uses entrepreneurship/entrepreneurs as a 

mechanism to convert social technical information into products or services (Shane and 

Venkataraman, 2000). The absence of entrepreneurial activities may hinder socio-

economic development. According to Burrell and Morgan (1979), such a view of the 
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social world represents a society of regulation. The sociology of regulation refers to the 

ówriting of theorists who are primarily concerned to provide explanation of society in 

terms, which emphasise its underlying unity and cohesivenessô (ibid). There are seven 

elements in the sociology of regulation: status quo, social order, consensus, social 

integration and cohesion, solidarity, need satisfaction, and actuality (ibid). I focus upon 

the need satisfaction element to investigate my study phenomenon. This element 

presumes that it is possible to recognise and satisfy human needs within the context of 

the social system, and that society reflects these needs (ibid). As mentioned earlier, 

entrepreneurs operate within the social environment and they actively convert societyôs 

needs into goods or services.  

3.1.3 An interpretiv e paradigm view 

I adopted an interpretive paradigm view to understand nascent entrepreneursô cognitive 

and behavioural process related to opportunity recognition. My choice of an interpretive 

paradigm was based upon my aforementioned meta-theoretical assumptions regarding 

the nature of science and society. An interpretive paradigm offers a way of viewing the 

social world that is consonant with the sociology of regulation. The social world is 

viewed as cohesive, ordered, and integrated. Often such a view remains implicit, rather 

than explicit. An interpretive paradigm is informed by a desire to understand the world 

as it is (Burrell and Morgan, 1979, p.28). Theorists/researchers seek an explanation 

within the frame of participants as opposed to an observer of action (ibid). 

Understanding the social world within the frame of participants becomes a social 

reality. 

From an interpretivist perspective, I view opportunity recognition as an emergent, 

context-specific, and ongoing social process. Opportunity is a probabilistic social 

situation that reflects the need of goods or services for social actors. It is created by 

entrepreneurs when they engage in interactions with social structure. Social context and 

time are critical for the creation of meaning and interpretation. Social practice or norms 

help entrepreneurs to interpret opportunity-meaning. As a consequence, they recognise 

opportunity. Therefore, the reality of opportunity recognition lies within entrepreneursô 

cognition and behaviour. My emphasis was to interpret and understand the meaning of 

their cognitive and behavioural process related to opportunity recognition. Investigating 

cognitive and behavioural process within a social context may provide us with insights 
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into how the ongoing process of opportunity recognition unfolds in the mind of 

entrepreneurs. 

To understand the meaning of entrepreneursô behavioural action, I adopted an inductive 

approach to investigate this phenomenon. Below I justify my choice of the inductive 

approach.  

3.2 Research approach: Inductive  

I adopted an inductive research approach to empower participants by bringing forward 

their voices. The choice of an inductive or deductive research approach was determined 

by the nature of the research question, which was either phenomenon-driven or theory-

driven (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007). In this study, I aim to address the 

phenomenon-driven research question: how do nascent entrepreneurs recognise 

entrepreneurial opportunities? Herein, my study phenomenon is nascent to 

entrepreneursô opportunity recognition. A phenomenon-driven research question 

follows an inductive research approach when there is a lack of plausible theory to 

explain the phenomenon (ibid). An inductive approach offers explanations about the 

study phenomenon rather than generalisations (Douglas, 2003). To date, there is no 

existing theory that explains the nascent entrepreneursô ongoing opportunity recognition 

process. As individualsô prior business experience is a critical factor for opportunity 

recognition (Baron and Ensley, 2006), studies relating to successful and experienced 

entrepreneurs are not sufficient to explain opportunity recognition process for nascent 

entrepreneurs. This paucity of research led me to choose an inductive research 

approach. 

The inductive approach involves ómoving from the ñplaneò of observation of the 

empirical world to the construction of explanations and theories about what has been 

observedô (Gill and Johnson, 2010). In this approach, explanations and theories are 

grounded from raw data. Figure 3.1 illustrates the inductive model of theory 

development. Researchers start with data collection without any prior constructs. This 

allows them to know participants well and record what they do and say. The emerging 

theory fits well with the data. Thus, this approach has the potential to provide a bona 

fide understanding of pre-incubator supported first-time nascent entrepreneursô 

opportunity recognition.  
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Figure 3.1 Inductive development of theory (adapted from Gill and Johnson, 2010) 

3.3 Research strategy: Qualitative 

In the previous sections, I justified the choice of philosophical assumptions, paradigm 

position and inductive research approach. In this section, I outline my research strategy. 

The connection between philosophical assumptions and the research approach 

determines the choice of a qualitative or quantitative research strategy (Bryman and 

Bell, 2011). A research strategy is a plan that supports certain methodological choices to 

answer a research question. Qualitative and quantitative research strategies are distinct 

because their foundation is based upon three areas: ontological considerations, 

epistemological considerations, and orientation to the role of theory in relation to the 

research (ibid). I adopted a qualitative research strategy based upon my subjective 

philosophical assumptions and inductive research approach, shown in Table 3.1. I 

construed qualitative research as a strategy that views the reality of opportunity 

recognition as a constantly shifting emergent property of individualsô creation. This 

reality can only be understood from the vantage point of individuals who are in the 

process of opportunity recognition. Theory laden research carries little or no value as 

the main emphasis is to generate theory from individualsô account.  

 

 

Fact of reality ï the empirical world 

Data collection and analysis 

processes to develop theory  

Theory developed that is already tested and verified because it fits, 

and is grounded in, the observable facts 
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 Qualitative research strategy  

Ontological orientation Social constructionist  

Epistemological orientation  Interpretivist  

Role of theory in relation to research  Inductive 

Table 3.1 Qualitative Research Strategy 

The qualitative research strategy is mainly founded upon interpretivist perspective (Lin, 

1998). This strategy is critical for gaining an understanding of what individuals 

experience and how they interpret the meaning of their experiences (Bluhm, 2010). It 

helps generate or elaborate theory, which results in a testable theoretical proposition 

(Lee, 1998). It allows the study of research participants (nascent entrepreneurs) in the 

natural setting of an organisation, i.e. business incubator. Qualitative data, i.e. language, 

captures the perception of participantsô experiences. It gives voice to the research 

participants who claim to recognise entrepreneurial opportunities. It allows greater 

reflexivity in the design of data collection and analysis. During the process of research, 

data collection and analysis evolve until the research question is answered.  

3.4 Research design: Case study 

A research strategy is a plan for the conduct of research. However, a research design is 

the tactic for the execution of a plan. A piece of research will not proceed solely based 

on a research strategy unless it has an appropriate research design (Bryman and Bell, 

2011). A research design is a tactical framework for the collection and analysis of data 

(ibid). Once, the great Chinese General Sun Tzu (500 B.C.) said óstrategy without 

tactics is the slowest route to victory, tactics without strategy is the noise before defeatô. 

This statement emphasises the relationship between strategy (plan) and tactics (design). 

Hence, I contend that good qualitative research requires the employment of good 

research design. I adopted a case study research design to examine pre-incubator 

supported nascent entrepreneursô opportunity recognition. 

My choice of case study design is based upon a study phenomenon ï opportunity 

recognition. I aim to address the following research question: how do nascent 

entrepreneurs recognise entrepreneurial opportunities? The óhowô question indicates 
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opportunity as an emergent on-going social process, which evolves and unfolds by the 

action of entrepreneurs. The study phenomenon, opportunity, is ongoing, contemporary, 

and is bounded by contexts (i.e. entrepreneurs and their respective social world). It 

cannot be separated from entrepreneurs (Dimov, 2007a). The process of creating and 

recognising opportunities manifests within an entrepreneurôs action. It is well known 

that the pre-incubator business start-up programme, known as Launchpad, assists 

participatory entrepreneurs in recognising entrepreneurial opportunities. Since my aim 

is to investigate pre-incubator supported nascent entrepreneurs, the pre-incubator and 

entrepreneurs become the most critical context for the emergence of opportunities. 

Therefore, a case study research design is appropriate for the study of on-going 

opportunity recognition within real-world contexts (i.e. nascent entrepreneurs and pre-

incubator). Unlike other research designs (i.e. survey, experiment, and historical), this 

case study offers an in-depth examination of a case within its natural setting (Yin, 

2014). This research design supports a qualitative research strategy, which aims to 

generate an inductive theory of opportunity recognition (Bryman and Bell, 2011).  

In addition to the above rationale, I chose  case study design based upon my research 

skills. I conducted a case study research project during my undergraduate, post-

graduate, and doctoral study. Over the course of my education, I have developed 

organisation-focused case-study skills. Therefore, my choice of case study research 

design is derived from the nature of my study phenomenon and research competence. 

3.4.1 Unit of analysis 

As I have provided rationale for the case study research design, it is necessary to define 

its key components. The main design components are a case research question, research 

proposition (if any), unit of analysis, data collection, and data analysis (Yin, 2014). 

Here, I only focus on the unit of analysis because it is directly related to other 

components: research question, research proposition, data collection, and data analysis. 

The unit of analysis is often referred as a ócaseô (Yin, 2014). In my view, a subtle 

difference exists between these two terms. A case is a real-life phenomenon in a 

bounded context (Miles and Huberman, 1994). It cannot simply be an abstraction. To be 

recognised as a case, the phenomenon needs to have some sort of concrete 

manifestation. When a phenomenon manifests in concrete things, it becomes a unit of 

analysis. From my ontological point of view, entrepreneurial opportunities are not an 
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objective phenomenon. These emerge from the cognition and behaviours of 

entrepreneurs as they engage in interaction with a social structure. For this reason, I 

selected individual entrepreneurs as my unit of analysis. In my research design, the case 

was the opportunity recognition, and the unit of analysis was the individual 

entrepreneurs.  

My unit of analysis (i.e. nascent entrepreneurs) was related to my research question: 

how do first-time nascent entrepreneurs recognise entrepreneurial opportunities? This 

case research question led to individual nascent entrepreneurs as the unit of analysis. It 

also determines the scope of my study, i.e. entrepreneursô cognitive and behavioural 

processes related to opportunity recognition. 

3.4.2 Bounding the case  

Unlike other research designs, case study emphasises an intensive examination of cases 

in their natural settings (Bryman and Bell, 2011). As I previously defined the case, it is 

important to clarify its boundary or setting. To determine the boundary of cases, Miles 

and Huberman (1994) suggested four parameters: place, actors, event, and process. 

However, these parameters may vary according to the natural setting of the case 

phenomenon. I aim to examine on-going opportunity recognition at university 

sponsored pre-incubator (an organisational form that supports the development of 

business ideas). Therefore, I selected the pre-incubator as the natural setting for my 

case. However, the specific pre-incubator function related to opportunity recognition 

activities was my focus. Considering the natural setting of my case, I devised four 

parameters, which were akin to Miles and Hubermanôs (ibid) suggestion. These 

parameters were place, actors, event, and time. These four parameters comprised the 

boundary of my case study and individual nascent entrepreneurs were the heart of these 

parameters. I examined the cognitive and behavioural processes related to opportunity 

recognition within these parameters. Figure 3.2 illustrates these parameters; I describe 

each of these parameters.  
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Figure 3.2 Case boundary (authorôs own design) 

Place. The place of the case study is an important parameter because it provides access 

to cases in their natural setting. My study took place at a pre-incubator, known as the 

Student Enterprise Centre (SEC), which is located within the university business 

incubator. Figure 3.2 illustrates the blurred boundary between the pre-incubator and 

incubator. The blurred boundary represents  overlapping activities between these two 

divisions. The pre-incubator is a temporal habitat for nascent entrepreneurs who intend 

to develop their opportunity-ideas into business start-ups. For that reason, I selected pre-

incubator as my primary study site. The choice of the pre-incubator addresses 

methodological issues ï access to participants and data ï suggested by prior studies 

(Grégoire, Shepherd, and Lambert, 2009). 

Actors. The business incubator and its pre-incubator support different types of 

entrepreneurs at different stages of their business. The business incubator supports the 

growth and development of novice and habitual entrepreneursô business start-ups, 

whereas the pre-incubator supports nascent entrepreneursô business idea development. 

Habitual entrepreneurs include serial and portfolio entrepreneurs. The actors or unit of 
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analysis in my case study were pre-incubator supported nascent entrepreneurs. 

Therefore, I excluded incubator supported novices and habitual entrepreneurs from my 

research design. 

Event. The pre-incubator offers support to nascent entrepreneurs through its range of 

events and programmes. These events and programmes are the Big Idea Challenge, 

Launchpad, Quick Start-up, Start-up Sprint, and the Christmas Market. Among these 

events and programmes, the Big Idea Challenge and Launchpad focus on opportunity 

recognition. The Big Idea Challenge is an event in which participatory nascent 

entrepreneurs compete for prizes by presenting their opportunity ideas (i.e. idea for 

product or service) to a global audience. On the other hand, Launchpad is a business 

start-up programme that supports participatory nascent entrepreneurs in their 

embarkment on evidence-based entrepreneurial opportunity recognition process. The 

business idea competition event (known as the Big Idea Challenge) and business start-

up programme (known as Launchpad) are inter-connected. Through business idea 

competition event, the pre-incubator ensures the supply of nascent entrepreneurs for the 

business start-up programme (known as Launchpad). The pre-incubator offers a place at 

business start-up programme to the winning and finalist participants of the competition. 

For my case study, these events and programmes offered unique access to nascent 

entrepreneursô on-going opportunity recognition process. Because of that, I set a 

business idea competition event and business start-up programme as important 

parameters (Figure 3.2). 

Time. I set time as an important parameter. It defines the beginning and end of a case 

study (Yin, 2014). My case study began with a business idea competition event (known 

as the Big Idea Challenge) and ended in the completion of the business start-up 

programme (known as Launchpad). The Big Idea competition event and Launchpad 

programme take place annually at the pre-incubator. The idea competition begins with 

the start of the spring season, and it runs for a month. Followed by this event, the 

Launchpad programme begins with the start of the summer season, and runs for ten 

weeks over a 2-month period. During these periods, nascent entrepreneurs engage in 

opportunity recognition-related activities. I chose to study  participatory nascent 

entrepreneurs who joined these events and programme in 2016. 
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The above parameters ï time, place, event, and actors ï comprises my case study 

boundary. The boundary of the case is important as entrepreneursô thinking and actions 

in relation to opportunity recognition occur within it. Therefore, it offers a natural 

setting for the study of entrepreneursô opportunity recognition.  

During the case study design stage, I considered some of its weakness. First, a single 

case study lacks statistical generalisations, but it offers theoretical generalisations (Yin, 

2014). This study is concerned with theoretical generalisation over statistical 

generalisations. Second, the case study is considered to be a less rigorous research 

design because of its flexibility. I addressed this issue by following systematic 

procedures and maintaining the chain of evidences. Third and finally, the case study can 

take too long and result in massive, unreadable documents. Due to the large volume of 

data, theorists may be unable to identify and assess the most important relationship 

among the constructs (Eisenhardt, 1989).  I responded to these issues by setting a time 

boundary of the study (i.e. the start and the end date of the study). I also triangulated 

multiple data sources to identify and assess the important relationships among 

constructs.  

3.4.3 Selection of participants  

Case participants selection is critical as data will be collected from them and results will 

be inferred to relevant cases. The aim of my study was to provide in-depth 

understanding of first-time nascent entrepreneursô opportunity recognition. Nascent 

entrepreneurs refer to individuals who have no prior business start-up experience, but 

who are in the process of starting their own businesses (Westhead, Ucbasaran, and 

Wright, 2003). To select nascent entrepreneurs, I adopted a purposive sampling 

approach. I selected nascent entrepreneurs who qualified for, and participated in, the 

pre-incubatorôs business start-up programme (known as Launchpad) in 2016. These 

participants are graduates of the pre-incubatorôs sponsored university. For a business 

start-up programme, the pre-incubator generally supports 10 to 15 business ideas 

(opportunity idea using my term) each year. This level of support is observable across 

UK university pre-incubators. In 2016, the pre-incubator selected 14 opportunity ideas 

from which one idea was withdrawn. The remaining 13 opportunity ideas were 

supported throughout the programme. 
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However, the number of opportunity-ideas were not equally represented by the number 

of nascent entrepreneurs. There were a total of 21 nascent entrepreneurs with 13 

opportunity ideas. Some nascent entrepreneurs acted in teams on a single opportunity 

idea, while others acted alone. From the team of nascent entrepreneurs, I purposefully 

selected participants who originally came up with the opportunity ideas. I called them 

ólead participantsô. Except for one, each team had one lead participant. I further selected 

individual lead participants as research participants. Because of this choice, the number 

of research participants was 13. This sampling equated to 13 individual lead participants 

with 13 opportunity ideas. There were three main rationales for the selection of 

individual lead participants. First, only the lead participants could recount the 

emergence of their initial opportunity idea. Second, my unit of analysis was an 

individual rather than a group. Finally, the extant literature has claimed that opportunity 

recognition is the result of a single personôs action, though such action may be 

supported by various actors (Shane, 2003). However, the rest of the participants were 

not excluded from my study. I utilised them as a context to understand my unit of 

analysis ï the lead participants.  

Despite the selection of nascent entrepreneurs of business start-up programmes, I 

maintained the selection criteria to ensure the suitability of participants for my study. 

The criteria for selecting the participants was as follows: prior business experience, age, 

education, and products or services (Table 3.2). The prior business experience criterion 

was critical for identifying the types of entrepreneurs. I found that all of the participants 

were in the process of starting a business for the first time. Therefore, they all qualified 

as first-time nascent entrepreneurs. However, very few of these participants had studied 

subjects related to entrepreneurship in their undergraduate or post-graduate degrees. A 

product or service idea criterion helped to determine whether participants had a product 

or service idea as a óbusiness solutionô. A product or service idea is the foundation of 

opportunity. It allows us to inspect the degree of alignment between a product or service 

idea and market demand (Grégoire, Shepherd, and Lambert, 2009). In my study, all 

participants had either a product or service idea, which indicated that they were in the 

process of recognising opportunities. Age and education were important criteria as they 

helped to determine whether life experiences of participants were homogenous or 

heterogenous. The age range of all participants 23ï33, and they had the minimum of an 

undergraduate qualification. Their age group and level of education indicated that their 
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life experiences were not markedly different. These four criteria ensured the suitability 

of participants for the study of their opportunity recognition process. 

Criteria  Values 

Number of prior business start-up  0 

Ages 23ï33 

Education Minimum first degree 

Product or service idea Yes  

Table 3.2 Criteria for participant selection 

The emergence of the research participantsô selection. The selection of graduates as 

research participants (unit of analysis) emerged through my pilot study and further 

participant observation. Figure 3.3 illustrates this process. In 2015, I conducted a pilot 

study project on business incubator supported entrepreneurs. I aimed to understand how 

they perceived the benefit of incubator support. From my study, I learned that a 

business incubator provides different levels of support to entrepreneurs, according to the 

phase of their business (pre-start, launch and start-up). It provides support service under 

two sub-systems: pre-incubation and incubation. The pre-incubation model supports 

nascent entrepreneursô (students, graduate, and staff) business idea-development 

process. The idea-development process involves opportunity recognition and 

exploitation. Provided with viable opportunities as the outcome of the business start-up 

programme, nascent entrepreneurs are further supported though the pre-incubatorôs 

workspace (known as the óhatcheryô) for 6 months. Conversely, the incubation model 

supports entrepreneursô business start-up growth and development. However, my pilot 

study further reveals that the pre-incubatorôs specific function, i.e. opportunity 

recognition support, is the most active part of the activity of the whole incubator. The 

opportunity recognition support activity is critical because it ensures a sustainable 

supply of entrepreneurs to the incubator. In other words, the incubator creates its future 

customers by offering a free opportunity recognition support service through business 

idea competitions and business start-up programmes. This appears an interesting case 

because pre-incubator managers are not entrepreneurs; however, they help non-

entrepreneurs to become entrepreneurs through the recognition of opportunities. Based 
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on the outcome of my pilot study, I focused on the pre-incubator supported nascent 

entrepreneursô opportunity recognition process. 

To understand further the pre-incubatorôs opportunity recognition support activity, I 

conducted an observation of its business idea competition participants during an event 

in 2016: the Big Idea Challenge. My main aim was to gain an understanding of the 

eventôs participants, activities, and purpose. I learned that the competition was open for 

sponsored university students, graduates, and staff. This event was organised to 

publicise participantsô opportunity ideas. I also learned that pre-incubators attract 

participants for the pre-incubatorôs main business start-up programme: Launchpad. 

Unlike business idea competition, the business start-up programme provides hands-on 

opportunity recognition support service to graduates. Based on my progressive learning 

about the pre-incubatorôs support for nascent entrepreneurs, I selected graduates as my 

research participants for this case study.  
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Figure 3.3 Evolution and emergence of case selection 

3.4.4 Gaining access to the case-study site and data  

I selected  London Metropolitan University sponsored business incubator as my case-

study site. I sought access to this university sponsored business incubator for both my 

pilot-study and doctoral projects. Access was facilitated by personal connection with the 

incubator director. As part of gaining access, I attended a short meeting with both the 
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incubator director and manager. During the meeting, I provided them with the following 

information: research topic, study purpose, reason for selecting the incubator as the 

study site, the data collection method, and time frame for data collection. I also 

provided them with a consent form and requested their signed approval. The consent 

form is attached in Appendix C.  

Since the incubator was my primary study site, I required further access to the research 

participants. Gaining access to research participants was a challenge as they were not 

employees of the incubator, but they joined the incubator to develop their ideas. 

Therefore, participating in my study was not an obligation. I realised that some 

participants may not wish to participate. I discussed this issue with the incubator 

manager. He introduced me to participatory entrepreneurs and requested that they co-

operate with my research project. His intervention helped me overcome the access 

challenge. Both participants and incubator managers allowed me to observe and collect 

data. During the business start-up programme, the incubator manager created a platform 

for entrepreneursô collaboration on the Slack website. In this platform, they share 

resources, idea, feedback through different channels. Considering this platform as a 

naturally occurring data platform, I further requested access to the incubator manager. 

Without any difficulty, I became part of this online community. 

3.5 Data collection  

In the preceding section, I justify the choice of the case study research design and 

described its design components. In this section, I provide rationale for the choice of 

data collection methods and describe how data were collected. The study of  socially 

constructed phenomenon, opportunity recognition, is very complex. It requires a face-

to-face ówe-relationsô approach, which depends on direct exchange and interaction with 

participants (Burrell and Morgan, 1979). Considering this epistemic requirement (a way 

of producing knowledge), I adopted three data collection methods: semi-structured 

interview, participant observation, and mind mapping. These methods offered direct 

interaction with participants from different slants. I also collected secondary data. These 

data include blogs, tweets, images, activity sheets, videos, and reports. The main 

rationale for prioritising multiple sources of evidence was to gain a deeper 

understanding of the case study phenomenon (Yin, 2014). 
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My data collection was undertaken between April 2016 and August 2016. I gathered 

data through the pre-incubatorôs business idea competition event and business start-up 

programme. These event and programme were critical for data collection because they 

supported nascent entrepreneursô opportunity recognition process. However, data 

collection methods varied between the event and the programme. For the idea 

competition event, I conducted only participant observation. The reason for conducting 

participant observation was to develop my understanding of events, activities, and 

nascent entrepreneurs. For the business start-up programme, I collected data by 

employing three methods: semi-structured interview, participant observation, and mind 

mapping. Besides my planned data collection, my insider-outsider position facilitated 

unanticipated data during the field study. Details about the influence of the insider-

outsider position on data collection are discussed in the reflective account section in the 

concluding chapter (See section 7.5, reflective account). However, each data collection 

method was guided by research objectives. Below, I discuss these three methods of data 

collection. 

3.5.1 Semi-structured interview 

In this sub-section, first, I provide rationale for semi-structured interviews. Second, I 

provide justifications for developing and designing specific interview questions. Third, I 

explain the selection of interview participants. Finally, I discuss how I conducted the 

interviews and emergent issues.  

Rationale for interview . The choice of interview method was guided by philosophical 

assumptions and research objectives. From an ontological perspective, I believe that 

opportunities emerge from the cognition and behaviour of nascent entrepreneurs when 

they engage in interaction with a social structure. According to Schutz (1972), it is 

possible to understand cognitive and behavioural action through direct interaction. 

Because of my social constructionist ontological stance, I selected an interview method 

to access the reality of the phenomenon. From an epistemological perspective, I aimed 

to interpret the meaning of nascent entrepreneursô cognitive and behavioural process. 

The production of interpretive knowledge requires a legitimate data generation method 

that allows to reconstruct the reality of participants (Mason, 2002). Interview is one of 

the popular method for interpretive knowledge production (ibid). Besides my 

philosophical assumptions, my choice of interview method was also guided by the 
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following research objectives: (1) how did nascent entrepreneurs come up with 

opportunity ideas? (2) what behavioural actions shape opportunity ideas into 

entrepreneurial opportunities, and how? and (3) the role of pre-incubator and other 

social actors on entrepreneursô cognitive and behavioural process related to opportunity 

recognition. Among these research objectives, my main focus was to answer the first. 

This research objective was critical for revealing how opportunity ideas manifest in the 

mind of nascent entrepreneurs prior joining to the pre-incubator.  

However, interview methods are varied: structured, semi-structured, and unstructured. 

For this study, I adopted the semi-structured interview because it allows keeping 

conversations in line with research objectives.  

Justification of interview questions. The purpose of devising interview questions was 

to generate relevant data for addressing the proposed research question: how do nascent 

entrepreneurs recognise entrepreneurial opportunities? Bearing this purpose in mind, I 

developed and designed interview questions in consultation with mainstream 

entrepreneurship literature, my conceptual framework, and personal experience. The 

literature consultation was essential for ensuring the appropriateness of interview 

questions. In literature, I searched for the most common interview questions that prior 

opportunity recognition studies utilised. These interview questions are: (a) Can you 

describe your business idea? (b) How did you come up with the idea? (c) Why do you 

think it is worth pursuing? (Baron and Ensley, 2006; Dyer, Gregersen and Christensen, 

2008; Vandor and Franke, 2016; Kuckertz et al., 2017). In addition to these, I added 

further questions based on my personal experiences. To capture the process of 

opportunity recognition, I structured interview questions in a sequential order. For 

example, asking participants to recount how they came up with idea is problematic as 

they may integrate all unfolding events in one moment. I addressed this issue by 

ordering follow-up questions, i.e. when did you recognise this and where? What 

happened after you thought of it? How has it changed between then and now? During 

interview sessions, I asked some unstructured questions for further clarification of 

participantsô statements. As part of research ethics, I consciously avoided asking 

confusing, leading, personal, and tricky questions of participants. The interview 

questions are attached in Appendix A.  
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Interview participants.  The main interview participants were my unit of analysis. 

These were individual lead participants of business start-up programmes. The reason for 

this choice was that individual lead participant can only provide insights into their 

cognitive process related to opportunity recognition, i.e. the process of opportunity-idea 

emergence. Moreover, studying a team of entrepreneurs that are involved in a single 

opportunity-idea would only increase the complexity and difficulty in capturing 

cognitive and behavioural process. For interviews, the total number of individual lead 

participants was 13. These 13 individuals represented 13 opportunity ideas.  

Prior to the interviews, I struggled to identify all of the lead participants. I speculated 

that lead participants could be identified through the interviews. For this reason, I 

included more than one participant in each interview. This resulted a total of 13 

interviews with 17 participants (see Table 3.3). During the interview session, lead 

participants emerged when they recounted the emergence of their opportunity idea and 

claimed ownership of it. Despite the mismatch between the interviews and number of 

interviewees, I maintained all interview sessions one-to-one. In my interview sessions, 

lead participants remained active interviewees. Since these participants led their teams, I 

did not intend to isolate them in the middle of interview. By including fellow team 

members in the interview session, I attempted to maintain a positive and supportive 

relationship so that they all co-operated for the remainder of my field study. 

In addition to lead participants, I also conducted face-to-face interview with the 

business incubator manager and the director. However, they were not included in my 

unit of analysis. I interviewed them to gain a broad understanding of the business start-

up programme and their perspective on nascent entrepreneurs and the opportunity 

recognition process. The interview questions for the business incubator managers are 

attached in Appendix B.  

Interview time, place, and emerging issues. I conducted all interviews during the first 

two weeks of the business start-up programme. The main rationale for conducting 

interviews at the beginning of the programmes was so that the programme might shape 

participantsô descriptions and production of the initial opportunity-idea emergence 

account. The interview mode, except for one, was face-to-face. One participants 

requested a Skype (online communication media) interview. For this reason, I 

conducted a Skype interview for that participant. The setting for the interviews was not 



 

90 | P a g e 

 

private; it was determined by the availability of meeting spaces. I used the incubatorôs 

balcony and reception area for all face-to-face interviews. For most of the interviews, 

we shared this space with others.  

During interviews, trust became an issue. Participants seemed uncomfortable taking part 

in the interview. It was mainly due to fear regarding how much to reveal about 

opportunity ideas through an interview. On average, interviews lasted for around 35 

minutes. Responding to my interview questions was stressful for participants because 

they required them to reveal their opportunity recognition process. Their verbal and 

bodily expressions revealed their stresses. One participant deliberately and repeatedly 

tied and untied his wristwatch while describing his opportunity-idea. His hand was 

shaking, and his eyes were fixed on me. Another participant aggressively said, ñitôs a 

poo out there, and people need itò. In an attempt to make each interviewee as 

comfortable as possible, I remained calm and confident. Some of my research questions 

represented the interest of pre-incubator managers. Because of that, participants 

perceived me as an undercover representative of pre-incubator managers (an outsider). 

When I queried their intention to change their opportunity-ideas at the end of business 

start-up programme, they felt that I was representing the interest of pre-incubator 

managers. This resulted insightful data about participantsô emotional attachment to their 

opportunity ideas. Details of this are discussed in the conclusion chapter of the 

reflective account (see section 7.5 (b), Chapter 7). 

Business 

Name 

Industry  No. of 

Participants 

No. of 

Participants 

Interviewed 

No. of 

Interview  

Interview 

mode 

Interview 

place  

Gigride Live music  3 2 1 Face-to-

Face 

Incubator  

Onyx 

Wellbeing 

Alternative 

therapy 

2 2 1 Face-to-

Face 

Incubator 

Bui 

Smoothies 

Food & 

Drink  

2 2 1 Face-to-

Face 

Incubator 

Oh gee pie! Food & 

Drink  

2 2 1 Face-to-

Face 

Incubator  
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Betting 

matrices 

Gambling 

& Betting  

2 1 1 Online via 

Skype 

(video) 

Online 

Dental Tutor Education  2 1 1 Face-to-

Face 

Incubator  

WU ICT 2 1 1 Face-to-

Face 

Incubator 

Co-

opportunity  

ICT 1 1 1 Face-to-

Face 

Incubator 

Future Start 

Tech 

Financial 

activities 

1 1 1 Face-to-

Face 

Incubator  

Spokes 

Trade 

Cycling 

accessories 

1 1 1 Face-to-

Face 

Incubator  

Scrub your 

life 

Cosmetics 1 1 1 Face-to-

Face 

Incubator  

Sophie 

Jewellery 

Jewellery 1 1 1 Face-to-

Face 

Incubator 

Virtual 

Reality 

Computer 

game 

1 1 1 Face-to-

Face 

Incubator  

Total 

business 

ideas:13 

 Total 

participants: 

21 

Total 

interviewed 

participants: 

17 

Total 

interviews: 

13  

  

Table 3.3 Profile of interviewees and interviews 

3.5.2 Participant observation 

The choice of participant observation was guided by the following research objectives: 

(1) to understand nascent entrepreneurôs behavioural actions that shape opportunity 

ideas into entrepreneurial opportunities; and (2) to understand the role of the pre-

incubator on their cognitive and behavioural processes. To understand the meaning of 

someone elseôs behavioural actions, one must be guided by their knowledge of that 

person (Schutz, 1972). Knowledge of others is derived from direct contact. One way to 
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gain knowledge of others is to participate in and observe action in their natural setting. 

For this reason, I adopted a participant observation method. By participating in the 

world of research participants, I transformed social observation into social relationships 

(ibid). Participant observation was a useful method as it allowed me to capture 

participantsô and incubator managersô behavioural actions in a pre-incubator setting. 

I conducted participant observation through the business idea competition event and 

business start-up programmes in 2016. Through this event and programme, the pre-

incubator supported the nascent entrepreneursô opportunity recognition process. The 

aim of my observation was to experience and observe participantsô behaviour, i.e. what 

they do and how they do it. Gaining access to nascent entrepreneursô behaviour has 

been a challenge for prior studies (Gaglio and Katz, 2001; Grégoire, Shepherd, and 

Lambert, 2009). In this study, I overcame this methodological challenge because I could 

access the pre-incubatorôs entrepreneurship event and programme. Table 3.4 below 

demonstrates summarised information of my participant observations. I conducted 79 

hours of participant observation relating to 53 opportunity ideas over 14 weeks. During 

this time period, I interacted with more than 100 people, including entrepreneurs, 

mentors, and incubator managers. 

Event participated  Event Duration No. of opportunity 

idea observed 

Observation duration  

Big Idea Competition  4 weeks 40  17.5 hours  

Launchpad 

programme  

10 weeks  13 61.5 hours  

Total events: 2 Total weeks:14  Total ideas: 53 Total hours: 79 hours 

Table 3.4 Participant observations summarised information 

How I collected data. My initial observation strategy was to create a rapport with 

participants. I carried field notebooks to document activities. Initially, I focused on 

understanding activities performed by both incubator managers and participants. Then, I 

focused on specific interaction and activities related to opportunity recognition; i.e. 

presentation and discussion of market research reports. I maintained a data collection 

logbook to track a record of data (see Appendix E). I also maintained an attendance 
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sheet to record participantsô attendance (see Appendix F). Participantsô attendance was 

essential for data analysis. During participant observation, I had access to other sources 

of data: a market research presentation report, conversation log from social media 

platform, idea testing and evaluation activity sheets, presentation slides, recorded video 

clips, and photographic images.  

Research positionality. My research positionality shifted during the participant 

observations. At the beginning of the participants selection, I acted as a selection panel 

member. Because of this position, some participants considered me as an employee of 

incubator. Later, I participated in the events as a research student. Because of my 

student identity, I could get closer to participants. My reflexive positionality had an 

influence on my data collection. As a selection panel member, I had the opportunity to 

observe participants from a managerial perspective. As a research student and 

participant of the events, I had the opportunity to understand the perspective of 

participants. Both an insider and outsider position provided revelatory data related to the 

opportunity recognition phenomenon. However, the details of my research positionality 

can be found in Chapter 7 under the reflective account.  

3.5.3 Mind mapping 

The choice of mind mapping was guided by the following research objective: how do 

nascent entrepreneursô come up with an opportunity ideas? Data for this research 

objective were also collected through semi-structured interviews. Unlike the interview 

method, this technique engaged participants in a task designed to demand specific 

cognitive process of opportunity recognition. The main purpose of this task was to 

activate participantsô thinking rather than simply reporting past thoughts. Prior studies 

have shown that this technique reveals subjective data more meaningfully by showing 

associated concepts to the phenomenon (Eden, 1992; Davies, 2011). I speculated that 

such a function of mind-mapping may illuminate new concepts associated with the 

emergence of opportunity ideas.  

When and how mind mapping was captured? I conducted mind-mapping 

immediately after the end of each interview. Prior to the interview, I noted participantsô 

protective attitude over their opportunity ideas. I presumed that such protectiveness may 

affect data collection through the interviews. In other words, participants may either 

consciously or unconsciously withhold key information during the interview session. 
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Considering this data collection challenge, I decided to conduct mind-mapping 

immediately after each interview. It was my assumption that immediate mind-mapping 

may generate further data that could provide new insights into interview data sets with 

regards to the emergence of opportunity ideas.  

I helped each lead participant draw their own mind map. It was a collaborative drawing 

with a purpose to re-construct the meaning of opportunity recognition. Each mind map 

was drawn on a single blank sheet of A4 paper with a pen. According to Gaglio and 

Katz (2001), the pen and paper technique is useful for reliably and validly capturing 

cognitive processes of opportunity recognition. However, the drawing began from a 

central image. I placed óopportunity-ideaô as the central image. Then I instructed 

participants to branch out ideas from the central image to show how they came up with 

opportunity idea. As they were branching out associated ideas, I sought further 

explanation. Seeking further explanation was effective. It helped participants to think 

meaningfully. They built explanations by connecting associated ideas with arrows. 

Revelation of insightful data. Some participants revealed useful data that I could not 

capture in the interview and observation. For example, during the interview, participant 

C described her personal experience of the problem without specifying the actual 

problem. However, through the process of mind mapping, she revealed the constituting 

factors of her encountered problem. These factors were complaints about books, 

traditional teaching methods, and inconvenient timing. Below Figure 3.4 shows her 

mind map.  
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Figure 3.4 Participant Côs Mind Mapping 

Overall, the choice of the above three data collection methods were guided by research 

objectives. The application of these methods allowed me to approach the investigated 

phenomenon from different slants. 

3.6 Data management 

In the preceding section, I justified my choice of data collection methods and described 

how I collected data. In this section, I describe how I managed that data. Data 

management is essential for better data analysis. Miles and Huberman (1994) pointed 

out that the quality of data analysis is determined by the way data are managed. For this 

study, I collected a sizeable volume of qualitative data from multiple sources. The main 

rationale for managing the data was to ensure its accuracy, completeness, authenticity, 

and reliability. I created my own data management system by adopting the Digital 

Curation Centreôs (DCC) data management plan checklist. Below, I outline and describe 

my data management components. 

Data collection log. Data collection for this study was episodic. In other words, I 

collected data during different time periods. To organise and keep track of data 

collection, according to the sequence of studied events, I maintained a data collection 

log. In my log, I recorded the following information: who and what was being studied, 

the method of data collection, the unit of analysis, the context of the study, and the time 

period during which data collection took place (see Appendix E). During the course of 
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data collection, I reviewed and updated the data collection log as soon as a new data 

collection took place. 

Data documentation. I used field notebooks and an audio recorder for data 

documentation. I documented data from the business idea competition and business 

start-up programme in two different notebooks. Such systematic documentation helped 

me to identify and locate relevant data during data collection. For the purpose of 

analysis, I transcribed all recorded data in Word format. For each interview transcript, a 

single cover page containing interview information was attached. In the cover page, I 

documented three categories of information: interview description, audio recorded file, 

and my comments about the interviews (Table 3.5). In the interview description 

category, I added the following information: the type, time duration, setting , and mode 

of the interview. The attached audio recorded file was essential for ensuring the validity 

of transcribed data. In the comments section, I recorded my immediate reflection about 

interview participants.  

 

Table 3.5 Data documentation format  

Data file format. It is essential to make data accessible on electronic devices, such as 

computers. A programme or application must be able to recognise the file format to 

access data (EDINA and Data Library, University of Edinburgh, 2014). To improve the 

electronic accessibility of my data, I followed the conventional file format. Table 3.6 

shows my data file formatting for different data sources. I learned some of the specific 

file formatting whilst using qualitative data analysis software. 
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Data Source Data File format 

Interview and observation data Word Document (.doc) 

Images Joint Photographic Extension Group (.jpg) 

Videos Window Media Audio (.wmv) 

PowerPoint slides Portable Document Format (.pdf) 

Table 3.6 NVivo compatible data-file formatting 

Data file storage. I stored data files in three separate locations: personal computer, 

university networked drive, and external storage. These storages provided robust 

assurance of data loss prevention. My personal computer was a convenient data storage 

device because I carried out my study from this device. However, its main risk was an 

unexpected system crash. To prevent such risk, I also stored data files on the university 

network drive. It is a secured storage for maintaining online data backups. However, 

online data backup is inaccessible without the internet. So, as another alternative, I 

further stored data on a USB drive.  

Automatic data files backup. During the process of data analysis with NVivo 

(Qualitative Data Analysis Software), I realised the need for regular backup of my 

NVivo project file. As a result, I relied on automatic backup rather than manual. For 

automatic backup, I employed Google driveôs real-time file synchronisation cloud 

service. Real-time file synchronisation automatically synced the NVivo project file from 

my personal computer to my Google drive account. I set up the same file 

synchronisation to my computer-stored data-file folders. Thus, I ensured the best 

possible backups of my data files.  

In summary, data management is an important part of this study. It enhances the 

standard of doctoral study. Systematic and methodical data management offers better 

analysis of data. Therefore, it directly influences the quality of the findings.  

3.7 Data analysis: Thematic analysis 

In the preceding section, I described data management. In this section, I justify the 

decision to use the inductive thematic data analysis method and explain the process of 
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analysis. Data analysis is about searching for an explanation and understanding the 

studied phenomenon. My choice of data analysis was driven by the research question 

and data analysis skills. In this study, I aim to address the following research question: 

how do nascent entrepreneurs recognise entrepreneurial opportunities? Opportunity 

recognition is derived from the cognitive process and behavioural actions of 

entrepreneurs. My interpretive epistemological stance was to understand nascent 

entrepreneursô cognitive and behavioural process by interpreting meaning from their 

actions. Before conducting data analysis, I considered various analysis methods: 

discourse, narrative, conversation, biographic, grounded theory, ethnographic, and 

thematic analysis. I noted that discourse, narrative, conversation, and structuralist 

analysis focus on how meaning is created. Conversely, thematic, ethnographic, and 

grounded theory analysis focus on understanding the meaning. Among these 

interpretive analysis methods, I employed thematic data analysis to address my research 

question. 

Thematic analysis is a method for identifying, analysing and reporting themes within 

qualitative data (Braun and Clarke, 2006). A theme is a pattern that interprets the 

aspects of study phenomenon within data (Boyatzis, 1998). For this analysis, I adopted 

an inductive approach. This approach is critical for developing themes and codes of 

least-understood phenomenon (Boyaztis, 1998). Since it is a data-driven analysis, 

meaning interpretation can come from the vantage point of participants. Unlike the 

deductive and theory-driven approach, the developed theme is grounded in context 

within the data set. This means that the analysis is more open-minded, context-sensitive, 

and data driven (Miles and Huberman, 1994). Therefore, the adoption of a data-driven 

or inductive approach helps to avoid making a pre-existing conceptual leap about the 

unit of analysis, i.e. the participants (Boyatzis, 1998). To support my analysis, I utilised 

the qualitative data analysis software, NVivo. The main purpose of using this software 

was to manage my coding references. I constructed the original analysis with printed 

transcripts, a pen, and a notebook. The advantage of conducting analysis with pen and 

paper was that it allowed me to capture the context of data during the coding process.  

3.7.1 Four phases of analysis 

My thematic analysis comprises four phases of analysis: (a) data transcription; (b) data 

coding; (c) category development; and (d) theme development (Table 3.7). The analysis 
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is not a linear process of simply moving from one phase to the next. It is a more 

recursive process, during which it is necessary to move back and forth throughout the 

phases. Below I describe these four phases. 

Phase Activity name Comment  

1 Data transcription  It is essential to be familiarised with the data.  

2 Data coding  This reduced the chaos and complexity of data by 

creating conceptual codes around the texts.  

3 Category development  This further ordered data by clustering similar 

conceptual codes.  

4 Theme development  Categories are ranked according to their analytical 

depth. The relationship between the categories are then 

developed.  

Table 3.7 Stages of data analysis 

(a) Data transcription  

Data transcripts are the primary working document for data analysis. Transcribing data 

is the key phase of analysis within interpretive methodology (Birds, 2005). It is seen as 

an interpretive act of creating meaning (Kvale, 1996; Bazeley and Jackson, 2013; 

Lapadat and Lindsay, 1999; Braun and Clarke, 2006). It is the process of converting 

verbal and non-verbal language into written language. For this study, I produced a 

verbatim transcription of both interview and participant observation data. Verbatim 

transcripts are critical for developing and making claims on abstract concepts (Charmaz, 

2006). It reflects the nuances of different participantsô accounts, which is essential for 

making a comparison.  

In my transcription, I transcribed both verbal and non-verbal (i.e. pause, silence, 

laughter, utterance) expressions. In my view, we can hardly comprehend othersô actions 

if we only rely on their verbal expressions; i.e. what is being said. Non-verbal 

expressions, such as bodily expression, silence, and emotion (stress, anger, frustration, 

laughter) are essential to make sense of action. Incorporation of verbal and non-verbal 

expressions in data analysis made my data transcription process iterative. My iterative 

transcription progressed based on emergent theoretical understanding of opportunity 

recognition. However, data transcripts reflected 'the undigested complexity of reality' 
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(Patton, 2002). Data coding was needed to bring data out of chaos. It was a next stage of 

my analysis. In the following section, I discuss my data coding technique. 

(b) Data coding  

Coding is a way of segmenting meaningful data that represent an abstract concept 

(Bartlett and Payne, 1997). Segmented data is conceptually linked to the study 

phenomenon. It is often the unit of coding that determines researcherôs comprehensive 

insight into the unit of analysis (Boyatzis, 1998). However, units of coding can never be 

an entity larger than the unit of analysis (ibid). For example, my study aims to address 

individual entrepreneurôs opportunity recognition. Here, my unit of analysis is the 

individual, not the team of entrepreneurs. During data-coding process, I applied the unit 

of coding to an individual rather than a team. Participants who acted as a team with one 

opportunity idea were excluded from the unit of coding/data segmentation, because 

coded texts do not provide insights about individuals. However, there is no appropriate 

method for how one should code data. Bartlett and Payne (1997) contend that data 

coding is an art. I developed qualitative data coding skills by practising and attending 

qualitative data analysis training sessions.  

Open coding. This coding is useful for inductive theory generations. It involves reading 

through data line-by-line and conceptualising them into a meaningful unit (Bartlett and 

Payne, 1997). Data conceptualisation through open coding brings forward new ideas or 

concepts from raw data. I began open coding with the research question and unit of 

analysis in mind. The aim of my analysis was to interpret participantsô behavioural 

actions related to opportunity recognition. To begin open coding, I read and re-read all 

participantsô transcripts a number of times. I then selected one lead participantôs 

transcripts that appeared richer in data than the others. To assess a conceptual meaning 

of data, I emphasised individual participantôs verbal and non-verbal expressions linked 

to the phenomenon ï opportunity recognition. Both verbal and non-verbal expressions 

are critical as they signify the subjective meaning of their actions. Non-verbal 

expressions include pauses, silent interactions, emotions, avoidance, engagement, and 

withdrawals. To decipher these expressions, I considered the context provided by 

participants during my data collection. Contexts include events, locations, places, and 

time (past, present, and future). Once I comprehended the subjective meaning of data 

segment, I gave it a code/conceptual name according to its representative meaning. 
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During the coding process, I realised the importance of maintaining a consistent code 

name for the themeôs development. Once I completed the coding with one participant, I 

moved on to the next. One-by-one, participantsô data coding was effective. It facilitated 

a systematic approach. Each lead participantôs data set was examined individually for 

code development. Later, I identified themes by comparing the participants to each 

other.  

Reliability of coding. The reliability of coding refers to the consistency of coding 

judgement (Boyatzis, 1998). Consistent judgement is an indicator of the trustworthiness 

of the coding process (Bazeley and Jackson, 2013). It is essential for well-developed 

themes (Charmaz, 2006). I ensured the reliability of my coding by applying the 

following techniques: recording my decision on coding, assigning a person to assess my 

codes, and periodically reviewing the code book. I recorded my decision on how I 

coded and un-coded data. This technique helped me keep track of decisions made 

regarding coding and build a strong case supported by data. In addition, I assigned a 

research expert to check the consistency of the coding. Expert suggestions were 

considered for further coding. During the coding process, I developed a code book that 

contained code names and descriptions. I periodically reviewed my code book to ensure 

the appropriateness of the coding, thus ensuring coding reliability. Category 

development comes from the development of code. The next section discusses the 

development of categories.  

(c) Category development  

A category comprises a similar group of concepts that are related to the same 

phenomenon (Bartlett and Payne, 1997). In the field of psychology, pattern is 

recognisable when it can be grouped into a category (Reed, 2013). This means that 

concepts can be regarded as patterns when they can be grouped into familiar categories. 

The development of categories is mainly based on how we use them rather than 

following rules (Malt, 1990). In this study, I developed categories by clustering codes. 

The developed categories were refined and defined through the process of memo-

writing. I describe the process of category development in the next section. 

Clustering. Categories are developed by clustering codes that represent similar 

concepts related to a phenomenon. First, I clustered similar conceptual codes in circles. 

Together, these codes represented one broad analytical concept. I named concepts 
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according to their representative meaning. I then drew spokes from each circle and 

connected them to one defining category. Each concept represented the feature or 

property of the concept. Figure 3.5 illustrates one of the clustering examples. In this 

example, a meaningless job, low income, and job search difficulties are all related to 

one phenomenon ï current or future employment. These factors together or individually 

indicate the concept of employment uncertainty. This clustering exercise was helpful for 

capturing initial categories. Clustering codes were quick and changeable. It was a good 

pre-writing exercise for memo-writing. 

 

Figure 3.5 Clustering example 

Memo-writing.  Memos are analytical notes used to developed theoretical categories by 

analysing ideas about codes and data (Charmaz, 2006; Miles and Huberman, 1994). 

Memo writing is the next logical step after defining categories (ibid). At this step, the 

previously developed categories were taken to a new level for further development. 

Here, categories were defined by their analytical properties or characteristics. Memos 

helps to investigate emergent categories by breaking them down into their components. 

It also acts as a filter to identify codes that can be treated as analytical categories. Let us 

see an example of memo writing on the category óemployment uncertainty' (Table 3.8).  

Example of Memo Writing  

Employment uncertainty 

Employment uncertainty refers to participantsô negative perception regarding their existing or 

Meaningless 

job 

Employment 

uncertainty 

Low 

income  

Job search 

difficulty  

Lack of 

autonomy  

Lack of 

creativity 
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future job. Three major factors are responsible for raising employment uncertainty: a 

meaningless job, low income, and job search difficulty. These factors individually and/or 

combinedly represent employment uncertainty. Creative participants (musician, craftswoman, 

activist, and architect) become concerned about their current employment when they perceived 

their jobs to be meaningless. These individuals suffer a lack of autonomy and creativity in 

performing their jobs. Lack of autonomy and creativity are the salient factors behind 

meaningless jobs. In addition, participants, who struggle to manage their living expense, 

become concerned about their low-income job. Other participants, who search for their 

educational qualification-related job, expressed that a job is difficult  to find. Due to perceived 

employment uncertainty, participants follow the career path of self-employment.  

Table 3.8 Example of memo-writing 

(d) Theme development  

For theme development, I explored conceptual connection among categories. In this 

process, I examined the underlying ideas, assumptions, and nuances of participantsô 

accounts. Themes emerged when categories individually and/or combinedly capture 

something significant to the study phenomenon ï opportunity recognition. For example, 

experiential problem and perceived gap categories explain how participants become 

aware of customer needs and potential products. The entrepreneurial intention category 

explains this awareness at a new level. It explains further how participants translate 

needs and product awareness into opportunity-awareness. Together, experiential 

problem, perceived gap, and entrepreneurial intention categories conceptually explain 

how an individual comes to know opportunities. I have called this theme óopportunity-

awarenessô.  

My analysis showed that the óopportunity-awarenessô theme fits with all participantsô 

accounts. However, their accounts are divided in terms of what and how they perceive 

opportunities. For example, under the opportunity-awareness theme, some participants 

become aware of customer needs through experiential problems, while others become 

aware of potential products either by experiential problems or perceived gap. In the 

perceived gap categories, their accounts are further divided into cross-cultural 

knowledge, market knowledge and specialist education.  

The conceptual connection among categories is very important for the opportunity-

awareness theme. In the absence of one category, for example, entrepreneurial intention, 
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the meaning of opportunity would not exist. Also, the theme of opportunity-awareness 

is significant as it explains the process of recognising opportunities. In my analysis, 

themes became discernible when these were consistent, widespread, unusual, and 

emerged from multiple sources of data. However, categories that conceptually 

connected to the main theme became sub-themes. For example, sub-themes of 

opportunity-awareness are experiential problems, perceived gaps, and entrepreneurial 

intentions. These sub-themes can explain the study phenomenon at a micro-level. For 

example, the experiential problem category explains how the encountered problem 

became significant enough to identify customersô needs. These categories are referred to 

here as the óorganising themeô (Table 3.9).  

Main 

themes 

Organising 

themes 

Basic themes First -order (in-vivo) coding  

O
P

P
O

R
T

U
N

IT
IE

S
 a

s
 t
w

o
 k

in
d

s
 o

f 
s
it
u

a
ti
o
n

  

1) Demand-

driven situation  

Customer needs  1) Musicianôs need: Market place 

for musicians, promoters and 

agencies 

2) Bettorôs need: Analysing, 

tracking and managing bets.  

3) Dental studentsô need: Learner-

friendly dental course 

4) Bar/Club goerôs need: saving 

queue-time in bars and clubs 

4) Socio-political organisationôs 

need: Effective co-ordination for 

organising people.  

5) Alternative therapy marketôs 

need: increasing accessibility to 

the market 

7) Cyclistôs need: complete cycle 

market 

2) Supply-

driven situation 

Potential products  8) Jewellery crafting and design 

9) Coffee ground scrub 

10) Baobab fruit juice 

11) American pie and dessert 

12) Virtual Reality game 

13) Wealth management software 
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R
T

U
N
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Y
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W

A
R

E
N

E
S

S
 

1) Experiential 

problem  

Customer needs 

revealed through 

personal encountered 

problem  

14) Finding gigs difficult in the 

Netherlands  

15) Finding good practitionersô 

treatment difficult  

16) Finding excel as an inefficient 

tool for bet tracking and 

analysing.  

17) Experiencing learning 

difficulty with dental course.  

18) Experiencing organising 

difficulty for socio-political 

events 

19) Experiencing queuing 

problems in bars and clubs.  

2) Perceived 

gap  

Potential product 

revealed through:  

 

a) Cross-cultural 

awareness 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

20) Having thought to introduce 

baobab juice in England  

21) Knowing baobab juices 

potentiality in Gambian market.  

22) Seeing the rise of American 

food market.  

23) Seeing Fintechôs shift from 

USA to UK 

b) Market knowledge 

 

 

 

24) Spotting gap in the cycle 

market  

25) Noticing the need for cycling 

accessories  
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c) Specialist education  

 

 

 

 

 

26) Seeing UNICEFôs 360-degree 

video as a new donation method  

27) Being aware of coffee 

groundôs alternative use.  

3) 

Entrepreneurial 

intention  

a) Intention to start 

business 

 

 

 

 

 

28) Wanting to become own boss 

29) Wanting to sell own made 

things 

30) Wanting to become 

entrepreneurs 

31) Having influenced by 

Londonôs start-up scene  

32) Having desire to start online 

businesses  

b) Self-employment as 

an alternative career 

option 

33) Experiencing employment 

uncertainties  

O
P

P
O

R
T

U
N

IT
Y

 S
E

A
R

C
H

 

1) Opportunity 

search in social 

networks 

a) Reliance on personal 

network 

34) Sharing ideas with friends, 

family members, tutors, 

employers and colleague  

b) Reliance on business 

support organisation 

 

 

 

35) Seeking business start-up 

from incubator, solicitors and 

government organisations 

 

 

c) Reliance on broader 

public network  

36) Communicating ideas to 

wider audiences: experienced 

entrepreneurs, mentors, general 

public, potential customers, 

suppliers and competitors.  
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2) Opportunity 

attachment  

a) Persistency or 

perseverance 

 

37) Believing in idea 

38) Not seeing failure as an 

option  

b) Connectedness 

 

 

39) Prioritising development over 

abandonment  

c) Dedication 

 

 

40) Being 100% dedicated to 

ideas; working on 24/7 to make it 

work 

d) Sacrifice  

 

41) Quitting employment  

42) Deciding to live in a foreign 

country over home country  

e) Protectiveness  42) Hiding ideas from strangers 

3) 

Opportunity-

attachment 

orientations 

a) Insecure attachment: 

protectiveness  

 

43) Perceiving strangers as idea 

poachers 

b) Secure attachment: 

openness  

44) Perceiving strangers as 

informant helpers  

4) The 

influence of 

opportunity 

attachment 

orientations on 

social network 

reliance  

a) Insecure attachment: 

reliance on personal and 

business support 

network  

 

 

 

45) Relying on personal and 

business network to deter 

opportunistic behaviour of 

outsiders. 

b) Secure attachment: 

reliance on broader 

public network  

46) Ramifying to broader network 

to objectify opportunities  
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5) Effect of 

social network 

reliance  

a) Belief reinforcement 

as a consequence of 

confirmation bias 

 

 

47) Testing the veracity of ideas 

among like-minded people 

48) Socially generated 

information affirm pre-existing 

belief  

b) Changes in 

attachment orientations 

 

49) Realising the benefit of 

revealing ideas to outsiders.  

c) Knowledge 

accumulation  

50) Creating new target customers 

51) Discovering new revenue 

stream  

52) Revealing new product 

features.  

Table 3.9 From basic to organising to main themes 

3.8 Ethical considerations 

In the preceding section, I justified my decision to use the thematic data analysis 

method and explained the process of data analysis. In this section, I discuss the research 

ethics that I considered throughout the research phases. As part of good ethical practice, 

I followed the Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) framework for research 

ethics (ESRC, 2015). Throughout the research phases, I emphasised the following areas: 

study approval and access permission, informed participantsô consent, avoiding harm, 

and confidentiality and anonymity. In the next section, I discuss these areas.  

Approval and permission. I commenced my field study after obtaining approval from 

the university research ethics board. Since the business incubator was my primary study 

site, I also sought the gatekeeperôs (incubator director) permission for access. As part of 

obtaining permission, I attended a face-to-face interview with both the incubator 

director and manager. I provided them with a consent form outlining my study aim, data 

collection methods, participants, and data-protection policy (see Appendix C). I 

requested both oral and signed permission from them. After obtaining the gatekeeperôs 

permission, I approached research participants for their consent.  
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Informed consent. Consent is the central act in research ethics. I sought informed 

consent from research participants. I provided them with a consent request form 

outlining my study purpose, data collection method, and my intended use of research 

outcome (see Appendix D). I also mentioned that their participation was voluntary and 

their choice to answer or skip interview questions. All participants agreed to participate 

in my study and provided both verbal and signed approval confirming their voluntary 

participation. 

Avoiding harm. I conducted my field study at business incubatorôs premise. Prior to 

the field study, I considered potential risks that may arise from the study site and 

participantsô travelling. The business incubator provided sufficient security for both its 

tenants and participants. As part of my data collection plan, I conducted most of the 

interviews on the same day as the business start-up programme. The reason for 

conducting interview on the same days as the business start-up programme, was to 

avoid unexpected incidents that may arise from participantsô travelling to the study site. 

During the data collection, I was also aware that participants may become stressed in 

revealing their opportunity recognition process. In an attempt to make each interviewee 

as comfortable as possible, I avoided asking leading, personal, confusing, tricky, and 

interrogative questions.  

Confidentiality  and anonymity. These were an essential part of my research ethics. I 

ensured the confidentiality of participantsô data by employing a robust data management 

system. Participantsô data files were afforded a pseudonym to protect their identity, in 

case of data loss. I maintained appropriate safeguarding to prevent data loss. For 

example, a specialist recording device instead of smart phone was used to record data. 

Data were stored on the university network drive, which provided reasonable assurance 

of data protection. In reporting the findings of my study, each participant was afforded a 

pseudonym to preserve anonymity. 

3.9 Research evaluation criteria  

For the evaluation of business and management research, the most commonly used 

criteria are reliability, internal validity, external validity, and objectivity (Bryman and 

Bell, 2011). These criteria are gold standards for evaluating the quality of quantitative 

research. Several scholars have questioned the appropriateness of these criteria for 

qualitative research evaluation (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Santiago-Delefosse et al., 
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2015). They have argued that these evaluation criteria are rooted in a positivist 

paradigm in which a single absolute account of social reality subsists. They have 

pointed out that good evaluation criteria are linked to the paradigmatic reference of a 

research topic. This ongoing scholarly argument suggests that evaluation criteria varies 

between qualitative and quantitative research. For the evaluation of qualitative research, 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) suggested ótrustworthinessô as an alternative evaluation 

criteria. The term ótrustworthinessô refers to the standards for evaluating the quality of 

qualitative studies. The criteria comprises credibility, transferability, dependability, and 

confirmability. These criteria are akin to quantitative research evaluation criteria: 

reliability, internal validity, external validity, and objectivity. Since my study 

phenomenon, opportunity recognition, was rooted in an interpretive paradigm, I utilised 

the ótrustworthinessô criteria for my research evaluation. Throughout my research 

phases, I maintained a reflective journal to ensure the quality of research. Below I 

elucidate each aspect of trustworthiness.  

Credibility.  This aspect is concerned with the credibility of findings from multiple 

accounts of social reality (Bryman and Bell, 2011). I ensured the credibility of my 

findings by employing a number of techniques: considering the views of relevant actors 

(i.e. nascent entrepreneurs and incubator managers), triangulating multiple sources of 

data, and reporting unusual themes from the data. I collected data through semi-structed 

interviews, participant observation, and mind-mapping. During the data collection and 

analysis, I considered not only participantsô accounts, but also other actors, i.e. 

incubator managers and mentors. To arrive at the findings, I further triangulated 

multiple sources of data.  

Transferability.  This aspect is concerned with the transferability of findings to other 

similar contexts or the same context at a different point in time (ibid). Qualitative 

research requires the intensive study of a small group. The findings relate to the context 

and significance of the study phenomenon. I ensured the transferability of the findings 

by producing a rich account of nascent entrepreneursô opportunity recognition in a pre-

incubator context. According to Lincoln and Guba (1985), a rich account or thick 

description is important to others for making judgements about the possible 

transferability of findings to another context.  
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Dependability. As a parallel to reliability, this aspect is concerned with the consistency 

of findings at other times (Bryman and Bell, 2011). I ensured the dependability of 

findings by employing an óauditing approachô. This involved keeping records 

throughout the phases of research so others can review and establish the extent to which 

proper procedures have been followed. The rigorous data management system, log of 

data collection, and log of my data analysis decisions were key parts of my auditing 

approach.  

Confirmability.  As a parallel to objectivity, this aspect is concerned with the extent to 

which findings are derived from a researcherôs personal values and/or prior theoretical 

inclinations (ibid). I maintained confirmability by keeping a record in a reflective 

journal. In the concluding chapter of this thesis, I have shown how my research 

positionalities affected the conduct of my research and subsequent data analysis and 

findings (see the reflective account section).  

By utilising the above criteria of trustworthiness, I ensured the quality of this study.  

3.10 Summary  

This chapter began by describing the interpretive paradigm for the investigation of 

nascent entrepreneursô opportunity recognition. The choice of an interpretive paradigm 

view was derived from metatheoretical assumptions (philosophical assumptions and 

theory of society) in relation to the opportunity recognition phenomenon. In terms of 

philosophical assumption, my ontological and epistemological stance were social 

constructionist and interpretivist, respectively. The key interest of the social 

constructionist view was nascent entrepreneursô cognitive and behavioural process-

related opportunity recognition, but equal attention was given to socio-cultural practices 

or norms that shape these processes. The key interest of the interpretivist 

epistemological view was to understand the cognitive and behavioural process by 

interpreting nascent entrepreneursô actions. In terms of the theory of society, I have 

viewed entrepreneurs as the agents of society who develop products or services to 

satisfy the needs of social actors. Need satisfaction is one of the key elements of the 

sociology of regulation in which unity and cohesiveness are the key focus. Together, 

these metatheoretical assumptions ï social constructionist, interpretivist, and sociology 

of regulation ï led my focus to understand opportunity recognition. Resultantly, I 
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adopted an interpretive paradigm to investigate the opportunity recognition of nascent 

entrepreneurs.  

The interpretive paradigm position has led to the choice of an inductive research 

approach for developing explanations based on data. The connection between 

philosophical assumption and the inductive research approach has suggested a 

qualitative research strategy. To execute the qualitative research strategy, I selected a 

case-study research design. The decision to use the case-study research design mainly 

derived from the study phenomenon. For the case-study design, I selected individual 

nascent entrepreneurs as the unit of analysis. This decision was determined by the 

central research question: how do nascent entrepreneurs recognise entrepreneurial 

opportunities? Data were collected through semi-structured interviews, participant 

observation, and mind-mapping. The choice of data collection methods was guided by 

the research objectives. Before commencing the data analysis, I developed data 

management procedures to manage the data. The main rationale was to facilitate better 

data analysis. For the purpose of data analysis, I employed an inductive thematic 

analysis method. The decision to use an inductive thematic analysis method was made 

to develop theoretical explanations from data. Following the data analysis, I described 

the research ethics and research evaluation criteria. 
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Chapter 4 Findings: Opportunity awareness 

In the preceding chapter, I justified the choice of qualitative research methodology. I 

provided a rationale for adopting inductive thematic analysis and described the process 

of data analysis. The aim of analysis was to address the following research question: 

how do pre-incubator supported nascent entrepreneurs recognise entrepreneurial 

opportunities? In this chapter, I present the case study of a pre-incubator and the 

findings of my analysis. My study findings present an integrative model of opportunity 

recognition. The opportunity recognition model comprises two discrete, yet interrelated, 

components: (a) opportunity awareness; and (b) opportunity search. Opportunity 

awareness and opportunity search are the first and second components of opportunity 

recognition process model. In this chapter, I present findings of the first component: 

opportunity awareness. Then, in the subsequent chapter, I will present the findings of 

the second component: opportunity search. All presented findings are inductively 

driven. 

This chapter is structured as follows. Section 4.1 presents the case study of pre-

incubator. The following ordered sections show a thematic representation of 

participantsô opportunity awareness. Section 4.2 reveals the kind of opportunities that 

participants were aware of. Section 4.3 reveals the process by which they become aware 

of customer needs and potential products. Section 4.4 illuminates specific behaviour and 

intention, which translate into the awareness of customer needs and products into 

opportunity awareness. 

4.1  A Case Study of London Metropolitan Universityôs Pre-incubator 

Accelerator is a London Metropolitan Universityôs business incubator, located in 

Shoreditch, London. It was founded in 2005 with an aim to support hi-tech start-upsô 

growth and development. Since its foundation, it has supported thousands of technology 

start-ups. Currently, it houses and supports 30 technology start-ups. The support 

services for start-ups include subsidised and flexible office spaces, business mentoring, 

entrepreneurship events, and networking. The incubator is managed by three employees: 

the director, the student enterprise manager, and the creative enterprise manager. In 

2016, its supported start-up companies raised an £8.8 million investment, created 122 

jobs, and generated £9 million revenue.  
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In 2009, the incubator developed a pre-incubator, a new form of organisation, called the 

Student Enterprise Centre (SEC). The aim of this pre-incubator is to help London Metôs 

students and graduates start their own businesses. It is managed by the same incubator 

managers, but they act as mentors, trainers, programme leaders, and advisors. The 

support services are free of charge and are provided through entrepreneurship events 

and programmes: the Big Idea Challenge, Launchpad, Quick start-up, Start-up Sprint, 

and the Christmas Market. In 2016, the pre-incubator supported 350 entrepreneurs 

through its entrepreneurship events and programmes. However, among those events and 

programmes, the Big Idea Challenge and Launchpad specifically supported opportunity 

recognition activities. 

The Big Idea Challenge is an idea pitching competition, which encourages London 

Metôs students, staff, and graduates to participate in and compete for prizes and awards. 

This event is organised into three consecutive stages: selection, training, and pitch. 

Through these three stages, managers ensure the supply of opportunity ideas that 

appears to be entrepreneurial. They select only ideas that are innovative and scalable. 

They then train participants to refine their ideas for pitch. Only 12 ideas can reach the 

final pitch that are featured in the event website for public votes and comments. The 

winner from the 12 finalists is awarded with prizes worth £30,000. Through the 

business idea competition, managers offer winners and finalists a chance to participate 

in their business start-up programme known as Launchpad. Figure 4.1 illustrates 

participantsô pitches at the Big Idea Challenge event.  

 

Figure 4.1 An illustration of Big Idea Challenges' pitch day (Illustrated by Dominika 

Olearczyk, 2016) 
















































































































































































































































