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Entrepreneurial Orientation: Do we actually know as much as we think we 

do? 

Abstract 

The focus of this paper is on firm-level entrepreneurial behaviours and the processes 

that lead to them, known as Entrepreneurial Orientation. Despite the popularity of 

this construct, we argue that extant EO research suffers from major limitations 

linked to definitional inconsistencies and measurement issues. We present five 

distinct conceptualisations of EO in order to frame further research in the positivist 

mode. Moreover, we show that to gain a holistic and robust understanding of firm 

level entrepreneurship, works from other research traditions and philosophies of 

science are needed. In this respect, the European research tradition and its wide 

variety of fields of research and research methods can offer a contextualised view of 

firm-level entrepreneurial behaviours and processes. Works embedded in the social 

constructionist philosophy of science might also offer an understanding of how, 

when, and why actors of different levels act do so and the likely outcomes of these 

actions as well as the interplay and divergence among these actors and levels. 

Works embedded in the pragmatic approach, illustrated by effectuation, could also 

contribute to a holistic understanding of the phenomenon. Finally, we call for 

researchers to be attentive to the need to align their conceptualisations, research 

methods, and philosophies of science. 

Keywords: corporate entrepreneurship, firm-level entrepreneurial behaviour, entrepreneurial 

orientation, critique, European research tradition, constructionism, pragmatism 

 



 

 

Introduction 

Covin and Lumpkin (2011) state that Entrepreneurial Orientation (EO) is seen as an ‘annoying 

construct’, and that ‘for every scholar who employs the construct of EO in his or her research, 

there is another scholar who simply wishes it would exit the scholarly conversation’ (Covin and 

Lumpkin 2011, 859). Our intention is not to see EO exit the scholarly conversation, but rather to 

demonstrate that it reflects an idea of entrepreneurship that has been institutionalized in a manner 

that makes it hollow: extant research on firm-level entrepreneurship behaviours has calcified 

around the EO construct, whereas societies may in fact demonstrate different entrepreneurial 

behaviours and embrace different meanings of entrepreneurship (Fayolle et al. 2013). 

Although EO has been defined in many manners and that many of these definitions are 

incompatible (George and Marino 2011, 992), the construct is currently used to measure firm-

level entrepreneurial behaviours through three to five dimensions (innovation, proactiveness, 

risk-taking, autonomy and competitive aggressiveness) (Covin and Lumpkin 2011). EO research 

has contributed to developing the field of entrepreneurship because it was among the pioneers to 

research entrepreneurial behaviours of organisations rather than individuals (Zahra, Randerson, 

and Fayolle 2013). We will develop each of these points in the present work. 

EO has attracted a great deal of scholarly attention over the past 30 years. Covin and 

Lumpkin even argue that it has come to eclipse Corporate Entrepreneurship (CE) (Covin and 

Lumpkin 2011, 855). Covin and Lumpkin note that many scholars consider EO to be an aspect of 

CE; for others (George and Marino 2011), EO is purely and simply synonymous with CE. In their 

essay, Zahra, Randerson, and Fayolle (2013) position EO as a component of CE research, arguing 



 

 

that the former reflects ‘a firm’s disposition to become entrepreneurial in its operations’ and the 

second refers to ‘the gamut of informal and formal activities the firm actually undertakes in 

identifying, evaluating and exploiting opportunities through internal (e.g. the creation of new 

venture units) and external (e.g. alliances) means’ (364). They attribute the EO/CE confusion 

seen in the work of some authors to the fact that both these branches of the literature are based on 

the article by Miller (1983). In their essay these authors do not delve into the study of EO or its 

(dis)connectedness with CE. We adopt the distinction between EO and CE of Zahra, Randerson, 

and Fayolle (2013) as well as Miller’s (1983) conceptualisation of EO as being revealed through 

firm-level entrepreneurial behaviour. In the present article, the term ‘organisational 

entrepreneurship’ refers to Gartner’s (1985) view of entrepreneurial processes as the emergence 

of new organisations. 

Limiting the study of entrepreneurship in organisational settings to EO, be it by confusion 

(George and Marino 2011) or opportunism (Covin and Lumpkin 2011; Miller 2011), precludes 

creating knowledge about how organisations develop or maintain this disposition to become 

entrepreneurial. In addition, the manner in which the construct is used in most extant research 

excludes mining the richness of the entrepreneurial process and its idiosyncrasies (Gartner 1985), 

whereas the link between entrepreneurial behaviour and individual and organisational processes 

is actually the heart of the initial debate (Miller 1983, 2011; Gartner 1985). Miller’s (1983) article 

was ground breaking precisely because it opened up entrepreneurship to firms and was novel 

because it shifted the focus away from the traditional view (i.e. the identification of 

entrepreneurship with a dominant organisational personality and the innovative abilities of this 

entrepreneurial actor) in order to decipher the entrepreneurial activity of the firm (Miller 1983, 

770). 



 

 

To unveil the processes of entrepreneurship and the organisational factors that foster and 

impede it in different organisational configurations, Miller (1983) creates a dependent 

‘entrepreneurship’ variable defined as the aggregate average of three dimensions, namely risk-

taking, innovation, and proactiveness, which best reflect the ideas of some entrepreneurship 

classics of the day (Miller 2011, 874), until then essentially applied to the individual 

entrepreneur. In classic theory, an entrepreneur takes risks in order to make great gains, is an 

agent of innovation, and is quick to act when he or she discovers or identifies an opportunity. 

Like most mainstream entrepreneurship research, EO is embedded in a positivist 

philosophy of science (Covin and Lumpkin 2011; Covin and Wales 2012), in which 

entrepreneurial phenomena are seen as empirical objects with well-defined descriptive properties 

and are studied from the perspective of an outsider using methods that emphasise hypothesis 

testing, inferential statistics, and internal validity (Burg and Romme 2014). On the contrary, 

seeing organisational entrepreneurship as a form of socially constructed reality offers a way of 

connecting various entrepreneurship topics (Gartner, Bird, and Starr 1992). The social 

constructionist perspective considers entrepreneurship to be the fruit of how entrepreneurs and 

their stakeholders make sense of the world (Burg and Romme 2014; Steyaert and Katz 2004) and 

mobilises research methods that are imaginative, critical, and reflexive precisely in order to 

cultivate a critical sensibility to hidden assumptions (Gartner 2007a, 2007b) based on qualitative 

data such as case studies or grounded theory. This perspective offers other possible 

entrepreneurial behaviours such as acting ‘as if’ (Gartner, Bird, and Starr 1992), which begins a 

cycle of interactions with elements of the surrounding environment. 

Academic fields make progress when there is consensus on the key building blocks and 

constructs (George and Marino 2011), which is the platform for the accumulation of knowledge. 



 

 

However, extant EO research aggregates behaviours at the firm level without capturing the 

processes that lead to this outcome, whereas firm-level entrepreneurial behaviour is actually the 

result of (intra)organisational processes (Gartner 1985). Moreover, although there is consensus 

that researching firm-level entrepreneurial behaviour is important, a number of questions remain 

unaddressed because of the institutionalization of the dominant paradigm. Outstanding research 

such as ‘what behaviours other than innovation, proactiveness, and risk-taking can be considered 

to be entrepreneurial?’ and ‘how can other research modes or philosophies of science shed light 

on firm-level entrepreneurship?’ remain unaddressed due to the institutionalization of the 

dominant paradigm. 

To addresses these issues, we offer a constructive critique of extant EO research and 

suggest paths for clarifying and expanding research on firm-level entrepreneurship. We begin by 

highlighting the strengths of EO, related to its popularity and novelty. In the second section, we 

review the barriers that hinder the construct, which derive from definitional contradictions, 

measurement issues, and differing conceptualisations. We then identify five conceptualisations of 

EO that have remained unrecognised. In the fourth section, we identify potential next steps for 

future research, both on the extant conceptualisations and in terms of bringing other research 

traditions or philosophies of science to the debate. 

The strengths of EO 

The popularity of EO is a strength for the construct, the field of entrepreneurship, and beyond 

The prevalence of EO has had positive implications for research on firm level entrepreneurship. 

Previous studies have established the pertinence of EO constructs composed of three to five 

common dimensions (innovation, proactiveness, risk-taking, autonomy, competitive 



 

 

aggressiveness). An EO construct can be reflective or formative. It can be used to study the 

organisational and environmental factors leading to it and its financial and non-financial 

consequences. 

The popularity of EO can be seen through the sheer number of publications devoted to the 

subject. A Google Scholar search (March 27, 2016) shows 356,000 hits, while searching EBSCO 

Business Source Complete for research with ‘entrepreneurial orientation’ in the title or keywords 

yields 510 results. Lumpkin and Dess’s 1996 paper (Lumpkin and Dess 1996) won the 2009 

IDEA Awards Foundational Paper award from the Entrepreneurship Division of the Academy of 

Management.  

The construct has also brought benefits to the field of entrepreneurship. Indeed, despite 

the present critique, EO research has offered timely, interesting, and important contributions to 

the understanding of firm-level entrepreneurship, such as the theoretical explorations of its 

antecedents and consequences (Lumpkin and Dess 1996; Zahra 1991, 1993), its relationship with 

internationalisation (Covin and Miller 2014; Slevin and Terjesen 2011), and its influence on 

organisations (Wales, Monsen, and McKelvie 2011). The popularity EO research also has 

broader positive implications, being used in neighbouring fields including human resource 

management (e.g. Hayton, Hornsby, and Bloodgood 2013), family business (e.g. Sciascia and 

Bettinelli 2013; Zellweger and Sieger 2012; Zellweger, Nason, and Nordqvist 2012), and supply 

chain management (e.g. Li, Liu, and Liu 2011). 

This popularity in and beyond entrepreneurship research is more related to the ease of use 

of the construct than to its social utility. The scales often used to measure it are perceived as 

validated, making EO research ‘too easy’, with the construct considered to be already legitimised 



 

 

(Miller 2011). However, as we show in this paper, the scales are not as robust as we might hope, 

particularly in considering their widespread use. Careerist considerations from the pressure to 

produce research and the relative ease with which this can be achieved using the EO construct(s) 

have come to overshadow the social utility of the original conceptualisation, which is related to 

the shift in the focus of entrepreneurship research from individual to firm-level behaviours and 

the processes that lead to them. 

A firm level construct, based on individual actions 

These different conceptualisations share a common point: this firm-level behaviour is the 

consequence of individual or team actions. For Miller (1983, 770), the entrepreneurial role can be 

performed not only by a traditional entrepreneur, but also by ‘planning’ or ‘ventures’ offices, or 

even at lower levels of the hierarchy in R&D, engineering, marketing, or production departments. 

Miller’s work aimed to identify the underlying mechanisms or structures that shape firm-level 

entrepreneurship, moving beyond the focus on the firm or individual to unveil the processes that 

cut across departments and individuals. Identifying firm-level entrepreneurship as a multi-level 

phenomenon is important, because individuals act according to their motivations and 

environment (Gartner 1985), and because dynamic actions/reactions determine the processes and 

outcomes at different levels of organisational hierarchy: top-managers, managers or non-

managerial employees. 

Miller was not alone in his quest to look beyond the figure of the entrepreneur to disclose 

the processes involved (e.g. Gartner 1985; Kanter et al. 1990; Burgelman 1983, 1996). However, 

other approaches have received much less scholarly attention than the ‘extension’ of Miller’s 

work by Covin and Slevin (1989, 1991) (Zahra, Randerson and Fayolle 2013). Notwithstanding 



 

 

the widespread use of the concept in entrepreneurship and other fields, previous research thus 

presents important lacunae. 

The limitations of EO 

We now identify issues related to definitional inconsistencies, measurement tools and research 

design, which allow us to assert that there are at least five different conceptualisations of EO. 

Definitional inconsistencies 

These inconsistencies are the fruit of the misunderstanding of Miller’s initial work. The 

popularity of EO curtailed scholarly debate about what firm-level entrepreneurship can be instead 

of inducing it. 

EO: The fruit of the misunderstanding 

The focus of Miller’s (1983) work was not the definition of firm-level entrepreneurship, but the 

identification of the underlying mechanisms, in different types of organisations, that lead to 

entrepreneurship being defined ad hoc (innovation, risk-taking, and proactiveness). In his 

commentary on this seminal article Miller (2011, 874) stresses:  

‘Indeed, table III of the 1983 article demonstrated that the firm types differed significantly in the extent 

to which they exhibited each of the three component variables, and Appendix I showed that these 

components had rather different sources even within a given type—so, for example, in the simple firm, 

proactiveness and risk were associated with scanning activity, whereas innovation was not. Such 

discrepancies were the rule, not the exception, and now I am sorry I did not stress that point more.’ 

The aggregate dependent variable (which has become EO) has been taken out of its initial context 

(designed as a dependent variable to identify the organisational properties that lead to this result) 



 

 

to become an independent variable explaining firm performance (Covin and Slevin 1991), and 

employed in multiple attempts to model firm-level entrepreneurial behaviour (e.g. Covin and 

Slevin 1991; Ireland, Covin, and Kuratko 2009; Jennings and Lumpkin 1989; Kuratko et al. 

1993; Lumpkin and Dess 1996; Zahra 1991, 1993). 

EO is most often measured by using a variation of the initial scales (George and Marino 

2011; Rauch et al. 2009); however, these scales are misused. Covin and Wales (2012, 691) admit 

that ‘the Miller/Covin and Slevin (1989) scale was intended to operationalise the construct of EO 

as originally discussed by Miller (1983), the scale as it’s commonly employed does not do this.’ 

We push this analysis even further: when Covin and Slevin (1989, 1991) move innovativeness, 

proactiveness, and risk-taking from dependent variables to independent variables, they ignore 

Miller’s (1983, 780) fundamental assumptions. They use an adapted version of Miller’s scales to 

measure entrepreneurship as a means of achieving firm performance, whereas the construct and 

the scales were conceived to identify the processes that lead to this result. In so doing, they create 

a new conceptualisation of the construct. This is also the case for Lumpkin and Dess’s (1996) 

‘clarification’ in which they maintain the status of the independent variable and add two 

dimensions (autonomy and competitive aggressiveness). The haste of both sets of authors (Covin 

and Slevin, Lumpkin and Dess) blinded them to the pitfalls of importing, extending, and 

modifying the aggregate entrepreneurship variable (Zahra and Newey 2009, 1068). 

It is important to emphasise that the term ‘Entrepreneurial Orientation’ has been subject to 

a wide range of definitions, many of which are mutually incompatible (George and Marino 2011, 

992). Although EO was coined by Lumpkin and Dess in 1996, the term has been used to refer to 

different conceptualisations (e.g. Miller 1983; Covin and Slevin 1989, 1991; Lumpkin and Dess 

1996; Kreiser, Marino, and Weaver 2002; Anderson et al. 2015). George and Marino (2011, 994) 



 

 

use the work of Chimezie and Osigweh (1989) and Satori (1970) to demonstrate that the EO 

concept suffers from a lack of precision because its extension or breadth of application has 

increased (i.e. it has been applied to other domains), while its intension, or collection of 

encompassed properties, has decreased (e.g. by defining EO research as mobilising fewer than 

three dimensions; see Avlonitis and Salavou 2007; Knight 1997; Merz and Sauber 1995). It has 

also been stretched: this involves increasing a concept’s extension without a concurrent decrease 

in its intension, resulting in a concept that is extremely broad and difficult to distinguish from 

other concepts in any meaningful way. However, we show that EO is not one broad concept, and 

that there are in fact multiple conceptualisations. As a consequence, it has become extremely 

difficult to contribute to a specific body of knowledge because scholars use the empirical results 

from one conceptualisation in studies investigating another. We need to be attentive to the 

conceptualisation we embrace, and respect its fundamental assumptions and measurement 

method (Covin and Wales 2012; Wales 2016). 

Alternative definitions of firm-level entrepreneurship are unexplored 

The definition of entrepreneurship based on innovation, proactiveness, and risk-taking is derived 

from a behavioural perspective. Other perspectives would imply the use of other, adapted 

variables. For example, to investigate the psychological perspective, we could find the variable 

need for achievement. Adopting a process approach would mean focusing on organisational 

emergence. In addition, the definition of EO as innovation, proactiveness, and risk-taking carries 

the assumption that firms deploy the same entrepreneurial behaviours as individuals. 

Spontaneously, scholars could question the behavioural approach. For example, which 

behaviours can be considered entrepreneurial (Gartner, Bird and Starr 1992)? Can other 

behaviours be considered (i.e. are entrepreneurial behaviours culturally bound)? Do entrepreneurs 



 

 

recognise themselves as such through their behaviour (Fletcher 2006; Popp and Holt 2013; 

Williams and Nadin 2013)? EO, like the majority of mainstream entrepreneurship research, is 

underpinned by the assumption that entrepreneurship is linked to the entrepreneur and it is 

universally desirable and beneficial (Miller 2011, 877). In addition, considering that most 

conceptualisations of EO adopt firm performance as the primary outcome, performance through 

entrepreneurship is considered desirable; in this deterministic stance, ethics are utilitarian and 

assumed. These assumptions curtail asking interesting and important research questions such as 

how the perceived desirability of entrepreneurship varies in different cultures (Dodd, Jack, and 

Anderson 2013) and what are the manifestations of the “dark side” of entrepreneurship as well as 

its consequences (Birkinshaw 2003, Karmann et al. 2016). It also restricts attempts to unveil the 

underlying processes (Hjorth, Jones, and Gartner 2008). 

National cultures embrace different perceptions of entrepreneurship and its desirability 

(Fayolle, Basso, and Bouchard 2010; Hayton, George, and Zahra 2002; Slevin and Terjesen 

2011): entrepreneurship may be valued (e.g. United States, Ireland) or less so (Hungary, Japan). 

Even more importantly, the behaviours considered to be entrepreneurial may vary according to 

the national culture. The standard dimensions of risk-taking, innovation, and proactiveness may 

be less relevant than behaviours such as energy, initiative, and adaptation (Slevin and Terjesen 

2011), ‘bricolage’ (i.e. creating something from nothing; Baker and Nelson 2005), or effectuation 

(Sarasvathy 2001). 

Understanding those behaviours considered to be entrepreneurial in a specific cultural 

context matters. Previous researchers have not taken the time to question whether the standard 

dimensions are the most appropriate for characterising organisational-level entrepreneurial 

behaviour, either in each specific culture or globally. In other words, we are comparing 



 

 

companies around the world to a yardstick formulated in the United States (Terjesen and Slevin 

2011) and developed in a positivist stance (Covin and Lumpkin 2011; Covin and Wales 2012). 

This is problematic because the list of top 100 firms reshaping global industries according to the 

Boston Consulting Group (2011) includes firms from Argentina, Brazil, Chile, China, Egypt, 

Hungary, India, Indonesia, Malaysia, Mexico, Russia, and Saudi Arabia. Considering that 

entrepreneurial firms reshape industries and the dearth of research on culturally specific 

entrepreneurial behaviours, we have no means of knowing which behaviours lead to the success 

of these firms. Moreover, the paucity of research from other traditions or modes (Down 2013; 

Burg and Romme 2014) hinders a fine-grained contextualised understanding. 

Measurement issues 

The measurement of the phenomenon has largely overshadowed the study of EO itself. Pending 

issues to be addressed include the terms of the scales habitually used to measure EO and the 

research design that has come to be the norm. 

The dominant measurement approach to EO precludes it from achieving its intended goal 

Miller’s original work focused on identifying the key mechanisms inducing a firm to demonstrate 

innovative, proactive, and risk-taking behaviours, all of which are contextually embedded. Miller 

(2011, 880) notes that ‘it is not just type of entry but context, richly characterised, that may 

influence the entrepreneurial process’. The measurement tools used in extant EO research 

preclude gaining an understanding of the variety and potential idiosyncrasies of the processes 

involved. Indeed, considering that processes are a succession of actions accomplished by 

individuals or teams, and that these processes influence and are influenced by environmental, 

individual, and organisational factors (Gartner 1985), entrepreneurial processes are diverse and 



 

 

distinctive. 

Although EO has been defined as the ‘processes, practices, and decision-making activities 

that lead to new entry’ (Lumpkin and Dess 1996, 136), the way in which it is currently used 

prevents us from gaining an understanding of these processes. In fact, there is a divergence 

between the starting notion of the process and its subsequent operationalisation. The process 

(EO) is treated as a fixed entity (independent variable) where the dimensions are used to 

represent the process and link the independent variable (EO) to the outcome of interest, here firm 

performance (McMullen and Dimov 2013). Setting EO as an independent variable places the 

processes in the proverbial black box, obscuring important nuances in the processes, structures, 

and underlying mechanisms as well as in the ‘time’ element. This is problematic since the initial 

goal of firm-level entrepreneurial behaviour research was precisely to unveil these idiosyncrasies; 

moreover, consensus formed around the initial dimensions, which were assumed to represent 

firm-level entrepreneurial behaviour, despite the scarcity of scholarly debate on this issue. 

Indeed, the debate has focused on the measurement of EO than on the actual principle itself or its 

components, as we discuss below. 

The Miller/Covin and Slevin scale 

Until recently, EO research has focused on dimensionality and measurement, or EO’s 

relationship with performance. However, significant issues cloud the so-called the Miller/Covin 

and Slevin scales. Several scholars (Hansen et al. 2011; Knight 1997; Kreiser et al. 2010; Kreiser, 

Marino, and Weaver 2002) worked to establish the validity and dimensionality of the scale. Yet, 

their use of different versions or approaches prevented them from validating one scale and one 

conceptualisation, instead inadvertently creating new conceptualisations. 



 

 

Of these works, Knight (1997) establishes the overall validity of an eight-item scale in 

terms of the consistency, pattern of facture structure, internal consistency, and convergent and 

discriminant validity of Covin and Slevin’s co-varying conceptualisation of EO, finding that 

double-loadings pose a problem for only one item of the proactiveness dimension. Kreiser, 

Marino, and Weaver (2002) study a different eight-item version of this scale and conclude that 

the scale achieves a better fit when modelled with three sub-dimensions that display significant 

independent variance. To establish cross-cultural validity, the authors choose countries that are 

culturally close to each other as well as to US culture. The ‘cross-cultural validity’ of their 

measure therefore suffers from serious bias. They rectify this caveat in their 2010 study (Kreiser 

et al. 2010), where the between-country analysis provides evidence of the important differences 

in levels of risk-taking and proactiveness between countries and links these differences to the 

unique attributes of the institutional environment: national culture does indeed matter. 

Lumpkin, Cogliser, and Schneider (2009) investigate the Lumpkin and Dess 

conceptualisation further. In their comparative study, they use the nine-item Covin and Slevin 

scale and a scale under development and include additional items for innovation (2), 

proactiveness (1) and risk (1) as well as a set used to measure autonomy (an additional 

dimension). Their findings indicate, ‘either problems in the conceptual definitions of the EO 

construct or problems with scale items used quite often in measuring EO, or both.’ (Lumpkin, 

Cogliser, and Schneider 2009, 4). 

The common trend in these works is the reduction in the number of items used to measure 

the construct, the use of different versions of the scale, and the use of the same scale to measure 

different conceptualisations. Along with Anderson et al. (2015), we point out the general under-

exploitation of negative results or limitations, which could have helped advance research on the 



 

 

topic. For example, Kreiser, Marino, and Weaver (2002) explicitly indicate that the three sub-

dimensions should be used to observe differential relationships between themselves and other 

variables. In their meta-analysis of the relationship between EO and performance (i.e. 

independently varying), Rauch and colleagues (2009) note that of the 51 studies included, 37 use 

a summated concept of EO (co-varying). Finally, in their examination of empirical studies of EO, 

George and Marino (2011, 1003) show that 54 of the 61 studies examined use a summated scale 

(co-varying) of one form or another. 

The issues commonly identified with these scales include that (i) the items only question 

top managers, leading to results with a ‘sole respondent’ bias; (ii) it is unclear whether several of 

the items assess individual or group behaviours; and (iii) the question of whether certain items 

assess behaviours or attitudes remains. Beyond these shortcomings, we note that Anderson et 

al.’s (2015) conceptualisation is the only approach to address the issue of attitudes versus 

behaviours, leading these authors to create the lower order dimensions of attitude and behaviour, 

and incidentally an additional conceptualisation. Through the above developments, we see that 

works aiming to validate measurement tools contribute to the creation of the five 

conceptualisations of EO now presented in detail. 

Five conceptualisations of EO 

According to George and Marino (2011, 899) there is only one EO construct, whereas Covin and 

Lumpkin (2011, 859) and Wales (2016) suggest two principal conceptualisations: the first is 

based on the works of Miller (1983) and Covin and Slevin (1989), while the second is based on 

the findings of Lumpkin and Dess (1996). Wales (2016) suggests taking the ‘Miller/Covin and 

Slevin’ conceptualisation as the reference point of future conceptualisations. However, we show 



 

 

the existence of at least five conceptualisations of EO, all of which are benchmarked against that 

of Miller. These conceptualisations display important differences in terms of their dimensions, 

species, the way in which they are used, the relationship between EO and its dimensions, 

dimensionality, the possible evolution of the dimensions, and the possible levels of analysis. We 

summarise the key characteristics of each conceptualisation in Table 1. 

 

Table 1: Comparison of the different conceptualizations of EO 

 Original Unidimensional Multidimensional Three 

independently 

varying 

dimensions 

Two lower-order 

dimensions 

Seminal 

work 

Miller 1983 

 

Covin and Slevin 1991 Lumpkin and Dess 

1996 

Kreiser, Marino, 

and Weaver, 2002 

Anderson et al. 2015 

Dimensions Innovation 

Proactiveness 

Risk-taking 

Innovation 

Proactiveness 

Risk-taking 

Innovation 

Proactiveness 

Risk-taking 

Autonomy 

Competitive 

aggressiveness 

Innovation 

Proactiveness 

Risk-taking 

Two lower-order 

dimensions: 

entrepreneurial 

behaviour 

(innovativeness and 

proactiveness) and 

managerial attitude 

towards risk 

Species  Quantitative 

measure of 

entrepreneurial 

intensity created 

as an 

independent 

variable to 

identify what 

leads to this 

result in 

different 

organizational 

contexts (Miller 

2011) 

Strategic posture Processes, practices, 

and decision-

making activities 

that lead to new 

entry (Lumpkin and 

Dess 1996, 137), 

and ultimately 

performance 

Strategic 

decision-making 

process (2002, 72) 

Decision-making 

practices,  

managerial 

philosophies, and 

strategic behaviours 

that are 

entrepreneurial in 

nature (2015, 1581) 

Usage  Dependent 

variable 

Independent variable Independent 

variable 

Independent 

variable 

Independent variable 

Relationshi

p between 

EO and its 

dimensions 

Formative  Reflective  Formative  Formative  Formative 

Dimensiona

lity 

Dimensions 

may vary 

separately 

according to 

context (Miller 

2011, 875) 

Dimensions co-vary. 

EO only exists if the 

three dimensions are 

present (Covin and 

Lumpkin 2011, 862) 

 

Dimensions may 

vary independently. 

EO is a 

superordinate 

construct with the 

dimensions of risk-

taking, 

innovativeness, 

Dimensions may 

vary 

independently 

(Kreiser, Marino, 

and Weaver 2002, 

84) according to 

the structure 

Positive co-variance 

between the two 

dimensions; both 

dimensions are 

fundamentally 

necessary for EO to 

exist 



 

 

proactiveness, 

competitive 

aggressiveness, and 

autonomy being the 

constructs that 

function as specific 

manifestations of 

EO (Covin and 

Lumpkin 2011, 

863). 

(Kreiser and 

Davis 2010) 

Possible 

evolution of 

dimensions 

N/A Dimensions may be 

added or substituted 

Dimensions fixed N/A No, dimensions are 

not interchangeable 

Levels of 

analysis 

possible 

Individual, 

business 

unit/spin-off, 

firm, country 

Business unit Business unit N/A Firm level (2015, 

1593) 

 

Source: the authors. Based upon Anderson et al. (2015); Covin and Slevin (1989, 1991); Covin 

and Lumpkin (2011); Kreiser and Davis (2010); Kreiser, Marino, and Weaver (2002); Lumpkin 

and Dess (1996); Miller (1983, 2011). 

 

The original conceptualisation of Miller is widely misunderstood. By identifying Miller’s 

construct as a separate, unique conceptualisation (instead of groundwork leading to alternative 

conceptualisations) offers interesting research perspectives. For example, it allows us to identify 

the organisational, contextual, and motivational factors that lead to firm-level entrepreneurial 

behaviours qualified by the three initial dimensions of EO or establish strategic configurations 

(Randerson, Bettinelli, and Fayolle 2014). As an outcome, this conceptualisation leaves room for 

independent study of the antecedents (differing processes, practices, and decision-making 

activities) but does not replace (is not a proxy for) the study of these organisational factors, as is 

the case of the four other conceptualisations. It also admits only one possible organisational 

outcome and thus challenges scholars to identify others. 

The works of Kreiser, Marino, and colleagues come closest to continuing this stream in 

that they develop a three-dimensional, independently varying construct, establishing partial cross-

cultural validity (Hansen et al. 2011; Kreiser et al. 2010; Kreiser, Marino, and Weaver 2002) as 



 

 

well as a theoretical model of the EO-environment-structure-performance relationship (Kreiser 

and Davis 2010). This work creates a distinct EO construct because although they adopt Miller’s 

dimensions of innovation, proactiveness, and risk-taking, which can vary independently, these 

dimensions represent the strategic decision-making processes (independent variable) leading to 

firm performance (dependent variable). In Miller’s conceptualisation, these dimensions represent 

firm-level entrepreneurial behaviour (dependent variable), which can be explained by individual 

and organisational factors (see Table 1). 

The works of Covin and Slevin (1991), which aim to operationalise Miller’s 

conceptualisation, inadvertently create an alternative conceptualisation for two reasons. First, to 

be qualified as entrepreneurial (having an entrepreneurial strategic posture), the three dimensions 

co-vary and represent a strategic orientation per se – the ‘ultimate dependent variable is firm 

performance’ (Covin and Slevin 1991, 9). As noted previously, this conceptualisation has 

received the greatest scholarly attention to establish measure validity and as well as a relationship 

with performance. 

The Lumpkin and Dess (1996, 137) five-dimensional, independently varying construct 

represents the ‘processes, practices and decision-making activities that lead to new entry’ and 

ultimately performance. This conceptualisation differs from the initial construct in three ways: it 

is directly a proxy for these organisational activities (instead of trying to identify them), it 

concerns only the activities leading to new entry, and it admits only these five dimensions. 

Finally, the Anderson et al. conceptualisation, grounded in measurement theory, defines 

two lower-order dimensions: entrepreneurial behaviours (comprising innovativeness and 

proactiveness) and managerial attitude towards risk. Their conceptualisation represents ‘decision-



 

 

making practices, managerial philosophies, and strategic behaviours that are entrepreneurial in 

nature’ (2015, 1581), and is designed as an independent variable. For an organisation to be 

considered entrepreneurial both types of dimensions are necessary and co-variance is required. 

This conceptualisation does not support any alternative dimensions. 

Identifying these different frameworks is important because if our endeavour as scholars 

is to encourage dialogue and debate (Zahra and Dess 2001), we should also ensure that we are 

rigorous in our work by identifying the precise conceptual framework for our study, respect its 

fundamental assumptions (Zahra and Newey 2009), and design our research methods 

accordingly. We figure in Table 1 the five conceptualisations that we sketch out with the present 

work and the characteristics of each conceptualisation.  

Future research can use our work to identify the conceptualisation within which it is 

embedded, to respect the framework’s basic assumptions about the number and possible 

evolution of the dimensions, to understand the relationship between the construct and its 

dimensions, to adopt proper research methods and measurement tools to operationalise the 

concept, and ultimately to build cumulative bodies of knowledge (Zahra and Newey 2009). As an 

illustration, research aiming to contribute to EO à la Lumpkin and Dess would mobilise all five 

dimensions to assume the position of EO as a proxy for processes and use EO as an independent 

variable at the business unit level only. Researchers developing EO à la Lumpkin and Dess would 

be attentive to draw upon the literature relative to this conceptualisation in order to progressively 

build a solid body of cumulative knowledge. We delineate the conceptualisations by comparing 

them with the initial work of Miller; our work can contribute to the identification of other 

potential conceptualisations. 



 

 

Firm-level entrepreneurship behaviour research: Now what?  

The popularity of EO has had positive implications for the construct as well as for the field of 

entrepreneurship and beyond. In this section, we suggest ways in which to either develop the 

extant research streams or to boldly open new ways of researching firm-level entrepreneurial 

behaviour. 

Clarifying and developing the extant conceptualisations 

Clarifying the EO construct(s) is necessary to build knowledge of this topic. Indeed, EO research 

can take several paths. The different conceptualisations may develop separately. Each stream of 

research could construct its own body of the literature, common assumptions, and distinctive 

traits (including a name enabling it to be distinguished from the other conceptualisations). 

Conversely, the research community could agree on what constitutes EO by adopting one 

conceptualisation.  Finally, George and Marino (2011) suggest viewing EO as a family of 

research, articulated around the three-dimensional, independently varying conceptualisation of 

firm-level entrepreneurial behaviour. Concurring with Wales (2016), we advocate this last option 

and hope that the present work will serve as a reference for distinguishing the different 

conceptualisations and pave the way to building distinct, robust bodies of cumulative knowledge 

as well as providing a framework for identifying or creating alternative conceptualisations. 

Keeping these five conceptualisations in mind, we develop below opportunities for challenging 

the status quo. 

First, while considerable effort has been spent on quantifying the construct(s), very little 

attention has been paid to qualitative methods. Short and colleagues (2010) use computer-aided 

text analysis techniques in an effort to establish the construct validity of EO based on Lumpkin 



 

 

and Dess’s conceptualisation. Considering the original design of Miller’s conceptualisation, 

qualitative research designs are desperately needed in order to capture the variety and 

idiosyncrasies of the processes, uncover and explain the time factor (McMullen and Dimov 

2013), and shed light on the interaction of the different levels (e.g. individual, team, 

organisation). Indeed, for the other four conceptualisations, qualitative-based research designs 

would capture the detailed and contextualised content of the dimensions (Miller 2011), especially 

given the discrepancy between the way in which these dimensions are presented in the literature 

and their actual manifestations. For example, Barbat, Hlady Rispail, and Randerson (2014) show 

that in the context of exporting established sub-contracting SMEs, risk-taking does not relate to a 

potentially costly failure but to the psychical distance between the domestic market and the target 

export market. Here, innovation is not manifested through the creation and improvement of 

products and/or their adaptation to foreign markets, but rather by focusing on quality to adapt the 

firm’s offer to the needs of its client. Finally, in this context, proactiveness is not reflected in 

anticipating and acting on future wants and needs in the market but in the search for export 

information, presence at trade fairs, and networking.  Early research in firm level 

entrepreneurship was qualitative (e.g. Burgleman 1983, 1996; Kanter  et al. 1990) and capital to 

the initial understanding of the phenomenon. More research aiming at a deeper understanding of 

firm level entrepreneurship and the variety of behaviours which can be qualified as 

entrepreneurial is greatly needed and qualitative methods are better suited to support this type of 

research. 

Second, for any of the five conceptualisations, the dimensions could be investigated by 

means other than the scales usually used (Covin and Wales 2012; Lyon, Lumpkin, and Dess 

2000; Miller 2011). For example, Miller (2011, 879) suggests calling on secondary data such as 



 

 

on share price fluctuations (as a proxy of unsystematic risk), R&D expenditure, patents and 

patent citations (for innovation), and sales in new markets (new market initiatives). Third, for any 

of the five conceptualisations, further research could adapt the variables to the specific context or 

desired outcome to generate cumulative and stable insights (e.g. risk-taking in resource accession 

or financing, proactiveness in global resource leveraging, and clearly defined types of innovation; 

Miller 2011, 879). 

Fourth, according to the conceptualisation of EO adopted, additional or alternative 

dimensions could be added. Covin and Lumpkin (2011, 868) suggest exploring dimensions 

related to change or adaptation. Since the behaviours (dimensions) valued as entrepreneurial can 

differ according to the context, researchers could also draw upon the frameworks suggested in 

recent research (Welter 2011; Zahra 2007; Zahra and Wright 2011) to structure their 

investigations in particular geographical contexts (Fayolle, Basso, and Bouchard 2010; Hayton, 

George, and Zahra 2002; Slevin and Terjesen 2011). 

Finally, the study of firm-level entrepreneurial behaviours also carries a specific challenge 

in terms of the multiple levels to be studied. The firm-level phenomenon is the consequence of 

the actions of individuals or teams, which differ according to the conceptualisation of EO 

espoused. We should therefore also focus scholarly attention on the identification of these actors 

and the dynamics of action (i.e. the interaction with the firm level). The framework offered by 

Gartner (1985) to describe the phenomenon of new venture creation could support such research. 

This framework was devised to unveil the idiosyncrasies of organisational emergence for both 

independent and organisational entrepreneurship (Gartner 1985, 700). It comprises four 

dimensions: (1) the individual or person(s) involved in creating a new organisation, (2) the 

organisation or type of venture started, (3) the environment or situation surrounding and 



 

 

influencing the new organisation, and (4) the process or actions undertaken by the individual to 

start the venture. The dimensions together provide a canvas for understanding the phenomena and 

specificity of each occurrence. 

More importantly, opening the scientific study of firm level entrepreneurial behaviours, the 

original purpose of EO, to other research modes and traditions would allow a more holistic 

approach. 

Opening up the debate to other research modes and traditions 

Entrepreneurship (and thus organisational entrepreneurship) is a multidimensional and 

multiparadigmatic phenomenon that cannot be fully understood or captured through a single 

philosophy of science or research tradition (Burg and Romme 2014; Gartner 2013). Extant 

research studying firm-level entrepreneurial behaviours focuses on EO and EO is embedded in a 

positivist philosophy of science (Covin and Lumpkin 2011; Covin and Wales 2012). Moreover, 

as demonstrated in the previous section, EO as it is currently researched precludes unveiling 

important facets of firm-level entrepreneurial behaviours and unravelling the processes that can 

lead to them. Other research traditions (e.g. the European tradition) or philosophies of science 

(e.g. social constructivism and pragmatism) could offer new and fresh perspectives, and more 

importantly provide the contextualised, multi-level, and longitudinal approaches currently 

missing. These alternative traditions should not be understood as either/or approaches, but as a 

means of completing and complementing each other (Gartner 2013). 

The European tradition of entrepreneurship research 



 

 

The European tradition of entrepreneurship research (Down 2013; Gartner 2013) draws on a 

broad base of social sciences that includes, but is not restricted to economics. In this research 

tradition, contextualisation is innate because scientific universalism and positivism are avoided. 

This opens the door to a wider set of research questions (Hjorth, Jones, and Gartner 2008, 82), 

and is particularly appropriate for the study of firm-level entrepreneurship because it aims to 

explicitly link socioeconomic, historical, and cultural contexts to real-life practices (Down 2013). 

In other words, the European tradition allows us to move from the question of how EO relates to 

firm performance, where EO is universally recognised as the sole manifestation of firm-level 

entrepreneurial behaviour, to asking which behaviours can be considered to be entrepreneurial in 

specific contexts. The answer to this would enable us to understand, for example, how firms that 

‘reshape global industries’ (Boston Consulting Group 2011) actually do so. This is important 

because EO is a strategic posture (Covin and Slevin 1991) that focuses on competing in a given 

industry (Lumpkin and Dess 1996) rather than reshaping or creating new ones. Considering that 

entrepreneurial behaviours are culturally embedded at the national level (Dodd, Jack, and 

Anderson 2013), as well as at the industry and organisational levels (Fayolle, Basso, and 

Bouchard 2010), the diversity of the fields of science upon which the European tradition draws 

would provide a more holistic view than the economic approach currently developed through EO. 

This would allow us to examine which processes can lead to such behaviours: the idiosyncrasies 

of entrepreneurial processes and their evolution over time can be understood by observing the 

process of organisational emergence (Gartner 1985, 1990). The European tradition of 

entrepreneurship research welcomes research from different philosophies of science. 

The social constructionist philosophy of science 



 

 

Research embedded in a social constructionist perspective allows for multiple ‘truths’ related to 

different cultural, historical, and ideological directions and understandings (Ogbor 2000), which 

affect the construction of entrepreneurial processes. The key question in the social constructionist 

philosophy of science is ‘how entrepreneurial activities are constructed through dialogic, social 

structural and relational processes’ (Fletcher 2007, 165). This is well suited to organisational 

entrepreneurship research because ‘entrepreneurship, like everything else people “know”, is a 

socially constructed reality or concept’ (Steyaert and Katz 2004, 186), and is always ongoing, 

emerging, and becoming (Fletcher 2007). Coviello and Jones (2004), for example, characterise 

this approach (emic) as culturally specific, whereas an etic approach (positivist) is culturally 

ubiquitous. It is concerned with linguistic representations, meaning-making, and sense-making 

processes at the individual and inter-personal level and is inferred from the relationality between 

individuals, institutions, objects, entities, and language (Fletcher 2006, 422). Social 

constructionism focuses on the social/relational meanings, interactions, conversations, and 

discourses at the level of teams, partnerships, and joint acts, admitting the existence of, and 

allowing us to grasp, multiple perspectives (Fletcher 2007). It is relationally aware when 

constructing and analysing entrepreneurial accounts, firstly by focusing on the social context of 

these practices and secondly by showing how, why, and in what ways. Relevant research methods 

include ethnography, discourse analysis, participant observation, narrative, and biography 

(Fletcher 2007) and relevant frameworks include ‘bricolage’ (Baker and Nelson 2005). 

A specific illustration would be to extend Spigel’s (2013) framework to firm-level 

entrepreneurship, which is bound by culture on three levels: nation, industry, and organisation 

(Fayolle, Basso, and Bouchard 2010). Spigel builds on Bourdieu’s (1977, 1990) sociology of 

practice, which views entrepreneurial actions as emerging from actors’ comprehension of the 



 

 

social rules around them, specifically the ‘values’ of the forms of capital (economic, cultural, and 

social) they possess or want to obtain. Bourdieu calls upon three conceptual tools to describe the 

emergence of practices: field, habitus, and capital. Fields are historically produced social spaces 

of rules (Bourdieu 1977), the ‘rules of the game’, in which practices take place, which can help 

us understand the ‘rules’ in the three levels of culture. The habitus is how actors develop an 

understanding of the rules as well as their applicability according to the actor’s power or status in 

the field (Bourdieu 1990), which can help us understand the behaviours of institutions (in the 

nation), competitors (in the industry), and individuals and teams (in the organisation). The field 

becomes the context in which practices influenced by the habitus are acted out. This provides an 

environment in which certain practices make sense. Understanding how these actors identify 

which practices to enact in relation to multiple fields is crucial to understanding the development 

of unique entrepreneurial behaviours and their development over time. 

More generally, the social constructionist approach allows us to flush out new and 

interesting research questions to unveil idiosyncratic and holistic portraits of firm-level 

entrepreneurial behaviours and the mechanisms that induce and hinder them. Considering that 

this perspective leverages on dialogic, social structural, and relational processes to understand 

how entrepreneurial activities are constructed (Fletcher 2007), this approach is better apt to 

capture the interplay and divergence among the actors and levels of analysis proper to the 

organisational entrepreneurial process, which the normative approach to the phenomenon (EO) 

does not grasp. For a firm to behave entrepreneurially individuals inside the organisation must 

take action; however, EO sheds very little light on the individual level of action or the interplay 

between the individual, team, and organisational levels. For example, in an organisational 

context, individuals and teams undertake risky projects, many of which fail (Shepherd, Kuratko, 



 

 

and Covin 2009). Whereas EO has neglected the “dark side” of entrepreneurship (Birkinshaw 

2003), by looking only at how the mechanism of risk and reward mediates an individual’s 

willingness to undertake an entrepreneurial project in an organisation (Monsen, Patzelt, and 

Saxon 2009) or by identifying that risk leads to unethical behaviours (Karmann et al. 2016), the 

social constructionist perspective can shed light on how a project fails and grasp the dynamics of 

failure at different levels as well as the precise levers that lead to unethical behaviours. The 

model by Ireland, Covin, and Kuratko (2009) analyse the antecedents, elements, and outcomes of 

a CE strategy, which can be best explored from a social constructionist perspective because it 

offers the research methods and broader theoretical base needed to understand the actions and 

interactions among actors and levels. 

The pragmatic philosophy of science 

Developing research in a pragmatic perspective, which recognises both the relevance of social 

construction processes and the presence of a ‘real world’, can usefully contribute to enriching and 

expanding the sphere of firm-level entrepreneurship research. The focus is on the entrepreneurial 

actions and processes in which people engage in particular contexts and times. As Watson (2013) 

notes, pragmatism is based on the acceptance that there is no proper, fully realised theory of any 

aspect of life and that scientific knowledge should inform human actions in the world rather than 

tell us ‘what the case is’ (positivism). The role of pragmatic research is to facilitate learning, 

offering different ‘how to’ practices (in this case, individual and collective actions leading to 

firm-level entrepreneurship), where the ‘how to’ constitutes the reality of the situation in a 

pragmatic worldview. To identify the ‘how to’ researchers rely on methods such as ethnography, 

interviews, documentaries, and even surveys as long as they are contextualised to field 

investigation (Watson 2013). 



 

 

Effectuation (Sarasvathy 2001) includes pragmatic elements (Watson 2013) or represents 

the pragmatic approach in entrepreneurship research (Burg and Romme 2014). Watson (2013) 

laments the fact that effectuation, as a non-linear process, has been labelled as ‘entrepreneurial’, 

whereas a Pragmatist would say ‘this is part of the way the social world works’ (Watson 2013, 

26). In the present work we take effectuation as an application of pragmatism. ‘Corporate 

Effectuation’ scales are used to establish a specific outcome (e.g. R&D performance; Brettel et al. 

2012). With this research design, we do not gain insights into the specificities of the effectual 

entrepreneurial process; they are considered to be fixed (McMullen and Dimov 2013). 

Effectuation has also been used to understand internal corporate venturing in SMEs (Evald and 

Senderovitz 2013) as well as opportunity creation and identification (Randerson, Degeorge, and 

Fayolle 2015). The last two studies although using qualitative methods, also consider effectuation 

to be fixed (independent variable) and seek to identify a specific outcome (internal corporate 

venturing or opportunity identification or creation): the idiosyncrasies of the processes are 

overlooked. 

Effectuation can contribute to the EO debate in at least three ways. First, it can be 

considered to be firm-level entrepreneurial behaviour per se, aiming to reshape environments 

rather than to act within existing ones (Dew et al. 2008), which could help explain how some 

firms reshape industries (Boston Consulting Group 2011). Such firm-level behaviours relate to 

accumulating stakeholder commitments under goal ambiguity, achieving control through non-

predictive strategies, and demonstrating a predominately exaptive orientation (Sarasvathy 2001). 

Such research would create new and valuable knowledge because EO embraces only a causal 

approach to entrepreneurship, aiming to ‘beat the competitor to the punch’ (Miller 1983, 771) 

rather than creating new industries. 



 

 

A second avenue would be to research effectuation (the set of principles) as a method for 

solving the problems organisations face and the process and levels of problem solving involved 

(Sarasvathy and Venkataraman 2011). Miller (1983) adopts EO as the dependent variable (firm-

level entrepreneurial behaviours) to unveil the processes and mechanisms that induce or hinder it. 

Researching firm-level entrepreneurship by using effectuation as the independent variable would 

thus greatly enrich our knowledge of this entrepreneurial phenomenon and ultimately lead to 

qualifying behaviours other than innovation, proactiveness, risk-taking autonomy, and 

competitive aggressiveness. 

A third avenue of research concerns organisational design. Effectuation, as a science of 

the artificial, sees human artefacts as the interface between the inner and outer environments. 

Organisations are thus human artifacts. Organisational design occurs at both the founder(s)–

organisational firm interface and the organisation–environment interface. Little is known about 

how the principles of effectuation affect organisational design and how organisations affect 

environments (Sarasvathy et al. 2008). Researching this would therefore contribute to the EO 

debate on the levels to include in the analysis of firm level entrepreneurship. Aligning the 

philosophy of science, conceptual domain, research methods, and measurement tools is crucial 

for developing a sound knowledge base. Diversifying the approaches adopted would thus help 

widen the scope and relevance of the research. 

Conclusion 

In the present work, we alert scholars of the shortcomings of extant EO research and profile the 

five distinct conceptualisations of EO that ground future research around clearly identified 

constructs as well as their definition, use, and fundamental assumption. This work also facilitates 



 

 

the identification of other conceptualisations. We embed EO within the organisational 

entrepreneurship literature, the first concerning firm-level entrepreneurial behaviours and the 

second being the entire gamut of activities an organisation undertakes, to demonstrate that the 

important aspects of firm-level entrepreneurial behaviours remain understudied. Important 

questions such as what behaviours can be qualified as entrepreneurial, and which processes can 

lead to such behaviours remain unanswered. Researchers must thus look to traditional EO 

research as well as other research traditions or philosophies of science to address these 

outstanding issues. 

We show that the European tradition of research can contribute to this debate: the broad 

array of fields and methods on which this tradition leverages as well as its aim to bridge the gap 

between real life practices (here, EO) and socioeconomic, historical, and cultural contexts sets the 

stage for multiple responses to the question of which behaviours can be considered to be 

entrepreneurial. We show that the processes of organisational emergence shed light on those 

processes leading to firm-level behaviours.  

We also demonstrate how research under alternative philosophies of science can complete 

the normative/positivist (EO) approach. First, the social constructionist approach is particularly 

useful for disentangling actions at different levels (individual, team, organisation, and 

environment) and, in this regard, we offer an extension of Spigel’s model (based on Bourdieu’s 

sociology of practice) to firm-level entrepreneurial behaviours. Moreover, we show how this 

perspective can clarify the interplay and divergence among the actors and levels of action suitable 

to firm-level entrepreneurship, which the normative approach to EO currently puts in a black box. 

Second, the pragmatic approach, illustrated by effectuation, can also contribute to building a 

holistic view of firm-level entrepreneurial behaviours. The principles of effectuation can be 



 

 

studied as entrepreneurial behaviours per se (as the dependent variable), as the processes leading 

to firm-level entrepreneurial behaviours (independent variables), and as organisational design to 

cast a net on the different levels of actors to analyse. 

Our suggestions are made with the aim of enhancing the completeness of research into 

firm-level entrepreneurial behaviour and of increasing its impact. We hope that our work is useful 

to structure (normative) EO research around the five conceptualisations described herein, thereby 

allowing scholars to identify others, and triggering a renewal of this scholarly debate. 

Furthermore, we hope that our work creates awareness that very little is known about which firm-

level behaviours can be qualified as ‘entrepreneurial’ or which processes can lead to such 

behaviours EO is only one tightly focused approach; hence, to gain a holistic understanding of 

this phenomenon, contributions from other research traditions and philosophies of science are 

greatly needed. 
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