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Abstract

This study aims to determine the structure of the relationship between fear of failure and
entrepreneurial action and which coping strategies best contribute to a positive effect of that
relation. More specifically, this study examines how entrepreneurs can convert fear of failure

into a positive effect on entrepreneurial action.

The objective of this research lead to the research question: “Which coping strategies will be
best to yield a positive effect from Fear of Failure on Entrepreneurial Action?” In order to
provide an answer to this question, semi-structured interviews are conducted with ten

entrepreneurs who have at least five years of experience.

The interviews showed that problem-focused coping strategies are best to yield a positive
effect from fear of failure on entrepreneurial action. Emotion-focused coping strategies can
provide a positive effect from fear of failure on entrepreneurial action when it involves social
support and a safety net. Avoidance-focused coping strategies do not lead to a positive effect
from fear of failure on entrepreneurial action. need for achievement is favourable to obtain a
positive emotional response to fear of failure. These findings provide entrepreneurs tools to

deal with fear of failure, which leads to more entrepreneurial action.

Keywords: fear of failure, entrepreneurial action, coping strategies, problem-focused coping
strategy, emotion-focused coping strategy, avoidance-focused coping strategy, need for

achievement, motivation, knowledge.
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1. Introduction

For the first time in the Netherlands, there are more than 2 million companies, mostly due to
an increasing number of startups (Bontjes, 2020). So, an increasing number of people dare to
take the step to become an entrepreneur. Entrepreneurs, who have the desire to start a
business, have to evaluate the risks and uncertainty associated with starting a business
(Laguna, 2013). There are risks involved in starting a business, and entrepreneurs being risk-
averse is the dominant premise. Due to the fact that there is risk involved in starting a business
and entrepreneurs are risk averse, the probability reduces of an individual to start a business
(Ng & Jenkins, 2018). Besides, the failure rate of startups is exceptionally high; 50% of startups
fail during the first five years (Mansfield, 2019), and this can go up to a final 90% failure rate
(Krommenhoek, 2018). In the face of danger, the high statistics, people start a business
anyway. In addition, there is a relation between the phenomena of fear of failure and
entrepreneurship (Cacciotti & Hayton, 2015). A new business in different life cycles of the firm
is probably accompanied haunted by fear of failure (The Fear of Failure, 1903). Moreover, the
fear of failure that an entrepreneur experiences influences the appraisal of the risk involved
in running and starting a business (Ng & Jenkins, 2018). Existing approaches towards fear of
failure in the entrepreneurship literature explained why individuals start entrepreneurial
activities or why they do not (Kollmann et al., 2017). Furthermore, the most prominent
understanding is that fear of failure is perceived as a barrier to entrepreneurial action
(Cacciotti & Hayton, 2015). Fear of failure is mostly negative related to the willingness of an
individual to start a business (Belwal, Balushi, & Belwal, 2015). However, rationally, with an
eye to the practice, this negative angle does not add up. So, there might be a possibility that
fear of failure could have a positive effect on entrepreneurs. The positive angel is enhanced
by some empirical evidence that suggests the potential of motivating responses to fear of
failure in entrepreneurial action (Cacciotti et al., 2016). Moreover, in many ways, fear is not
necessarily considered as evil (The Fear of Failure, 1903). It would be useful for entrepreneurs
to look for tools to help entrepreneurs to rethink negative feelings into a positive force to

grow their business and to make it more successful.

There is a dichotomy of the definition of fear of failure concerning entrepreneurship in the

literature (Cacciotti & Hayton, 2015). Both the visions focus on the definition of fear of failure



as a barrier to entrepreneurial action. The dichotomy concerns, on the one hand, the visions
of fear of failure in terms of risk aversion (Wagner and Stenberg, 2004). In this case, fear of
failure reduces the probability that individuals or entrepreneurs display themselves to
situations that are characterised by a high risk of failure. The other side of the dichotomy is
concerned with definitions of fear of failure as a negative emotion resulting from the
perception of external fears. For example, Patzelt and Shepherd (2011) define fear of failure

as “a negative emotion”.

In another field of literature, the achievement behaviour literature, there is a different view
on fear of failure. Conroy & Elliot (2004) stated that fear of failure, concerning achievement
behaviour, could have an effect of energising achievement behaviour. In addition, early
motivation research identified fear of failure as an energising factor for human behaviour
(Murray, 1938). Fear of failure can be seen as motivation; it can drive an individual to achieve
and endure in the presence of challenge and reverse (Martin & Marsch, 2003). So, with this

perspective, fear of failure is not always a barrier with a negative undertone.

In conclusion, in the achievement behaviour literature, fear of failure could have a
motivational and stimulating impact. In order to apply these findings of a different field of
literature to fear of failure concerning entrepreneurial action, the relationship between
motivation and entrepreneurial action must be explained. According to McMullen & Shepherd
(2006), entrepreneurial action involves knowledge and motivation. Motivation is related to
the willingness to bear uncertainty and is perceived as a stimulus when making a decision.
While knowledge is related to the perceived uncertainty; motivation is thus inherent to
entrepreneurial action. Therefore, it is worth it to test if the findings of the achievement

behaviour literature can be applied to fear of failure concerning entrepreneurial action.

1.1. Research objective

In the management literature, fear of failure is mainly perceived as a negative barrier, but in
the achievement behaviour literature, fear of failure could have a positive influence and could
be seen as a motivator. More specifically, this study aims to discover, what the best way is,
for the entrepreneur, to deal with a fear of failure so that it leads to a positive effect

concerning entrepreneurial action.



For this reason, the objective of this study is to investigate the following research question:

“Which coping strategies will be best to yield a positive effect from Fear of Failure on

Entrepreneurial Action?”

Sub questions in this study are:

What are the different coping strategies of entrepreneurs when dealing with fear of failure?

- What distinguishes the different coping strategies from each other?

How can fear of failure be converted into a positive influence on the firm?

How can fear of failure be used as a tool?

1.2. Relevance

Since this research aims at exploring the positive effect of fear of failure on entrepreneurial
action and which coping strategies contribute to a positive effect, this study is relevant from
a practical and theoretical point of view. On the one hand, fear of failure is considered more
of a barrier in the literature on entrepreneurship. On the other hand, in need for achievement
literature, fear of failure can have a motivational effect on for example athletes or students.

This study aims to fill this gap in the literature and therefore make a small contribution.

From a practical point of view, this research can help entrepreneurs to become more
successful as an entrepreneur. An entrepreneur can learn how to use fear of failure as a tool,
instead of seeing it as a barrier. This study aims to provide the best way an entrepreneur can
deal with fear of failure from a positive angle. Ideally, this would lead to an entrepreneur who
takes more bold chances and opportunities; to an individual who is not guided by fear. Finally,
it could lead to an individual who is not easily overwhelmed by the negative emotions that
come along with fear of failure. In addition, when fear of failure is perceived as an incentive
instead of a barrier, more entrepreneurial actions could take place. Moreover, Baum & Locke

(2004) linked entrepreneurial action with positive emotional outcomes and venture growth.



2. Literature review

2.1. Fear of failure and entrepreneurial action

It needs to be clear that entrepreneurship goes along with action (McMullen & Shepherd,
2006). For example, when new products, new ventures are created, or opportunities are
pursued, action is required. Therefore, entrepreneurial action must be taken into account. An
entrepreneur can only achieve something if he/she starts moving; an individual must act to
be an entrepreneur. In the management literature, entrepreneurial action is described as
concrete behaviours entrepreneurs take to pursuit opportunities (McMullen & Shepherd
2006; Mitchell & Shepherd 2011). An entrepreneur should act on the possibility that he or she
has observed as an opportunity worth pursuing (McMullen & Shepherd, 2006).
Entrepreneurial action is strongly related to uncertainty. They are related because actions
occur over time, and prospects are unknown; action corresponds with uncertainty.
Uncertainty becomes more influential regarding entrepreneurs because there is a certain level
of novelty related to entrepreneurial actions (Mitchell & Shepherd, 2011). There are different
types of entrepreneurial action. The type of entrepreneurial action depends on the
uncertainty level of the concerned industry. In industries with moderate uncertainty,
entrepreneurs are more willing to take a more large-scale action. In industries that are
dynamic and have a fast-changing market, entrepreneurs will use a small-scale approach and

will take action in a more innovative way (McKelvie et al., 2008).

The role that uncertainty plays in entrepreneurial action emerges in two streams. Each stream
emphasises another aspect of the uncertainty experienced in the decision to entrepreneurial
action. The first stream has to do with knowledge. The focus is on the amount of uncertainty
perceived; an individual who decided to act entrepreneurially is differentiated from an
individual who decided not to act entrepreneurially, due to differences in knowledge. In this
stream, uncertainty is perceived as a barrier to entrepreneurial action. The second stream has
to do with motivation. The focus is on the willingness, of an individual, to bear the uncertainty;
an individual who decided to act entrepreneurially is differentiated from an individual who

decided not to act entrepreneurially, due to differences in motivation or risk tendency. In this



stream, an unwillingness to bear uncertainty prevent entrepreneurs from taking action

(McMullen & Shepherd, 2006).

Entrepreneurial action can, therefore, be expressed in two core concepts due to the role that
uncertainty plays; knowledge and motivation. Knowledge relates to the perceived uncertainty
of the entrepreneur. Motivation relates to the willingness to bear uncertainty and is perceived
as an incentive when an entrepreneur makes a decision (McMullen & Shepherd, 2006).
Knowledge and motivation are producing a belief that is qualified by uncertainty;
entrepreneurial action. How entrepreneurial action is established can be explained by a
division of stages. According to McMullen & Shepherd (2006), the first stage is called the
attention stage and leads to a third — person opportunity. In the first stage, when focussing
on the motivational aspect of entrepreneurial action, the personal strategy of an entrepreneur
is essential. A strategy refers to: “a pattern of decisions in the acquisition, retention, and
utilisation of information that serves to meet specific objectives” (Bruner et al., 1956). Only
the people with the right prior knowledge, which is domain — specific knowledge, and personal
strategy will acknowledge a third — person opportunity which can lead to the second stage of
the development to entrepreneurial action. Stage two is called the evaluation stage, and this
stage leads to actual entrepreneurial action. The question that arises in this stage for the
entrepreneur is as follows: “do you believe that the payoff of the third-person opportunity
vindicates bearing the perceived uncertainty necessary to attain the opportunity” (McMullen
& Shepherd, 2006)? Focussing on the motivational aspect of entrepreneurial action, in this
stage, it is about a desirability assessment. An entrepreneur will engage in entrepreneurial
action, when he or she is motivated enough to pursue action despite the anticipated
uncertainty. The entrepreneurial process and action occur because people act to pursue
opportunities. Motivation influences the entrepreneurial process (Shane, Locke & Collins,
2003). Furthermore, motivation must outweigh the perceived uncertainty in order to act.
There is a balance between perceived uncertainty and motivation (Meijer et al., 2007). In this
context “to act” means: the willingness to bear the perceived uncertainty and pursue the
opportunity. In addition, according to (Shane & Venkataraman, 2000) entrepreneurship is:
“the presence of remunerative opportunities and the presence of entrepreneurial persons”.
Remunerative opportunities and enterprising individuals can be defined as “the process by

which opportunities to create future goods and services are discovered, evaluated and
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exploited” Shane & Venkataraman, 2000). Moreover, many entrepreneurial actions are
stopped prematurely. So, entrepreneurs continually reassess their decision, whether to act
and pursue the opportunity or not. Perceived uncertainty and motivations are not constant
but will develop over time under the exposure of preceding action. This must be taken into
account in the creation of entrepreneurial action. A dynamic analysis is needed to understand
the changes in the balance between perceived uncertainty and motivation. For example,
perceived uncertainty increases over time and motivation may decrease over time. Various

internal and external factors influence these changes (Shane & Venkataraman, 2000).

Many studies suggested that motivational attributes are a critical aspect in entrepreneurial
action (Baum et al. 2000; Stewart & Roth 2011; Collins et al. 2009). Motivational traits have to
do with individual characteristics. One important motivational factor is the need for
achievement (Collins et al., 2009). McClelland (1961) has also researched the motivation of an
entrepreneur. An entrepreneurs’ motivation occurs concerning achievement motivation and
craving to recognition. An individual who is high in need for achievement is more likely than
an individual who is low in need for achievement to engage in entrepreneurial activity.
Besides, Johnson (1990) argued that there is grounded evidence between achievement
motivation and entrepreneurial action. An achievement motive is fear of failure (Elliot &

Thrash, 2004).

In the entrepreneurial literature, fear of failure is mainly perceived as a barrier to
entrepreneurial action (Morgan & Sisak 2016; Vaillant & Lafuente 2007; Wagner and Stenberg
2004; Patzelt and Shepherd 2011). Nevertheless, no one is looking at a possible positive force
of fear of failure, which is observed in the achievement behaviour literature (Conroy & Elliot
2004; Martin & Marsch 2003; Murry 1938). Fear of failure is natural; nobody wants to fail
(Cacciotti & Hayton, 2019). Fear of failure can dominate the choices of individuals and have a
fundamentally effect on entrepreneurial actions (Morgan & Sinak, 2016). Literature
concerning entrepreneurship perceives fear of failure as a psychological factor that acts as a
barrier to entrepreneurial action. Fear of failure is more a state than a trait; it is an experience
that everyone deals within their way. (Cacciotti & Hayton, 2019). Fear of failure could have a
potentially crucial role in entrepreneurship and entrepreneurial action (Cacciotti et al., 2016).
This crucial role implies that fear of failure is considered a self-evaluative frame that influences

how an entrepreneur pursues opportunities and takes chances. Fear of failure has a central
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influence when it comes to exploiting business opportunities (Wennberg et al., 2013).

Therefore, fear of failure needs to be taken into account regarding entrepreneurial actions.

According to Mitchell and Shepherd (2011), there are three dimensions of fear of failure that
could affect entrepreneurial actions. These three dimensions are fear of devaluing one’s self
— estimate, fear of upsetting significant others and fear of having an uncertain future. The first
dimension; the fear of devaluing one’s self — estimate, covers vulnerabilities that are relative
to the self. So, the insecurities an individual has about him or herself. This first dimension
draws the image of vulnerability concerning the reduction of the image of the capability of an
individual. The entrepreneur may feel that he or she does not have the right qualities to deal
with fear of failure. Because of this, an entrepreneur will lose confidence when it comes to
controlling their results; as a result, goals are compromised. The second dimension; the fear
of upsetting significant others, captures vulnerabilities relative to the perceptions and beliefs
of important people in the environment of the entrepreneur, like a private situation. The
involvement of significant others is essential for the pursuit of opportunities and decision
making of the entrepreneur. This dimension of fear is relating to a vulnerability of the
entrepreneur to not getting the resources that are needed to pursue the opportunities. The
third dimension; the fear of having an uncertain future is especially crucial for
entrepreneurship because the pursuit of entrepreneurial opportunities occur under
conditions of uncertainty. If individuals pursue opportunities, they often face a situation that
is new to them and that situation involves a high degree of uncertainty. If an individual has a
superior fear of having an uncertain future, they are to a lesser extent willing to trust their
preceding experience due to the uncertainty. This fear ensures that an entrepreneur’s

personal experience is taken into account under the influence of a lens of uncertainty.

2.2. Ways to deal with fear of failure

According to Gray (1987), fear is a subjective emotion and experience that triggers
psychological changes, and that has antecedents in the environment. In the end, fear leads to
inevitable causal consequences in behaviour. Conroy et al. (2002) stated that people fear the
outcomes of failure if they sense them to be repulsive. Besides, the anticipation of threatening

outcomes evokes fear and anxiety (Lazarus, 1999). Hence, if an entrepreneur sense that he or
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she will not meet the demands they set for their business, they are likely to think that their

goals are vulnerable.

When focussing on fear of failure and how to deal with it, the concept “coping” must not be
overlooked, because coping is about inevitable causal consequences in behaviour. According
to Lazarus (1999):” coping is a dynamic process that involves a person constantly changing
cognitive and behavioural efforts to manage internal and external demands that are assessed

III

as stressful”. So, in short, the way someone deals with problems and stress. Entrepreneurs
use different coping strategies. Entrepreneurs who highly developed coping skills are better
in dealing with, for example fear of failure, than entrepreneurs with less developed coping
skills. Overall, coping strategies have an impact on the reduction of fear of failure and stress
(Shepherd & Patzelt, 2015). Negative emotions, such as fear of failure, are followed by a
coping response in the form of emotion-focused, problem-focused or avoidance — focused
coping strategy that tries to control the effects of the emotion. Also, a distinction must be
made between action concerning avoidance behaviour and action concerning approach
behaviour (Baker & Berenbaum, 2007). In addition, Sagar et al. (2009) mentioned that there
are two achievement orientations regarding fear of failure, namely: avoidance seeking of fear

in achievement settings and approach seeking towards the achievement of success (an action-

oriented approach).

Emotion-focused coping strategies involve managing emotional responses to stress; they
could change the meaning of a situation (Poczwardowski & Conroy, 2002). Emotion-focused
coping strategies focus on regulating emotional responses to a problem (Singh et al., 2007).
Emotion —focused strategies are frequently applied when an individual perceives that nothing
can be done to change the source of stress or the problem. The individual strives to reduce
emotional distress. Reducing emotional distress can be done by, for example, social support,
positive self-talk and reinterpretation (Sagar et al., 2010). The range of emotion-focused
strategies is broad; some strategies are action-oriented, and some include an avoidance

approach (Baker & Berenbaum, 2007).

Problem-focused coping strategies are directed to the environment and the individual
(Poczwardowski & Conroy, 2002). Problem-focused coping refers to dealing with negative

emotions and focusses on managing or changing a problem causing fear (Singh et al., 2007).
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Problem-focused coping strategies focus on the source of the problem or fear. Dealing with
negative emotions is tackled by controlling the source. Gathering information, planning,
decision-making, resolving conflicts and acquiring resources are addressing the underlying
problem. A positive aspect about problem-focused coping strategies is that the strategies are
positively related to the well-being of an individual during stressful situations; it allows
individuals to focus their attention and to get in control over the source of stress (Sagar et al.,
2009). Problem-focused coping strategies are, therefore, action-oriented (Baker &

Berenbaum, 2007).

Finally, avoidance-focused coping strategies focus on neutralise negative emotions by
avoiding dealing with the problem; this strategy efforts to disengage from the demanding
situation. Tension is then reduced through cognitive (psychological) and behavioural (e.g.
moving to a different task) disengagements strategies, such as daydreaming, distraction and
sleeping. Avoidance-focused strategies do reduce distressing emotions in the short term, but
in the long, term these strategies are ineffective. In the long term, these coping strategies are
associated with adverse motivational and emotional outcomes (Sagar et al., 2009). Avoidance-

focused coping strategies is typical an action concerning avoidance behaviour.

Singh et al. (2007) focussed on the differences between problem-focussed and emotion —
focussed coping mechanisms. Problem-focussed strategies are mainly centred on the
economic aspects of the life of entrepreneurs which entrepreneurs face as their business fails.
Problem-focused strategies are less visible in the non-economic aspects of an entrepreneur.
Emotion-focussed strategies are mainly centred on the psychological aspects of a failing

business.

Moreover, Sagar et al. (2009) proposed that problem-focused coping strategies are more likely
to be effective; they are therefore action-oriented approaches and related to approach
seeking toward the achievement of success. The effectiveness of emotion-focused coping
strategies depends on the particular form which is carried out. Some emotion — focused
coping strategies emphasise avoidance, whereas other strategies emphasise approach (Baker
& Berenbaum, 2007). On the contrary, avoidance-focused coping strategies are more likely to
work out ineffective (Sagar et al., 2009). According to Baker & Berenbaum (2007) problem-

focused strategies can be linked to achievement stressors. Approach and action-oriented
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behaviour is the most suitable way to deal with fear of failure, so a need achievement

approach is favourable for an entrepreneur or individual.

2.3. Positive fear of failure

A positive attitude towards fear of failure can help entrepreneurs to learn from their mistakes,
deal with their problems and move forward and pursue opportunities. Therefore, a positive
attitude is considered to be a significant advantage for entrepreneurs (Politis & Gabrielsson,
2009). Conroy & Elliot (2004) stated that fear of failure could have an energising effect on
achievement behaviour. They discussed two approaches; the motive approach and the
standard goal approach. The motive approach distinguishes between approach — oriented and
avoidance-oriented achievement behaviour. Moreover, the motive approach focuses on the
stimulation of achievement behaviour. The standard goal approach focusses only on approach

— oriented achievement behaviour and addresses the direction of achievement behaviour.

Martin & Marsch (2003) also focus on the need achievement theory. The authors stated that
students could use fear of failure as a driver to accomplish and endure in the face of challenge
and adversity. Based on a need achievement model of the motivation of students (in this case)
can be characterised into three different types of individuals: those that are success-oriented,
those that are failure avoidant, and those that are failure accepting. Success-oriented students
tend to be pro-active, optimistic and have a positive attitude towards tasks. Besides, they
react on a setback with optimism and energy (Martin & Marsch, 2003). They have both
motivation and resilience and rely on an action-oriented approach. Failure avoidant students
tend to be anxious and are motivated by fear of failure. They have the motivation, but they
lack resilience. Finally, failure accepting students have given up to the point to avoid failure.
Moreover, they do not use fear of failure as a motivation to achieve tasks. They lack both
motivation and resilience and are therefore not suitable for using fear of failure as a positive
force. When an individual is success-oriented and failure avoidant, they deal with fear of
failure by working hard and succeed. When an individual is less success-oriented but is failure
avoidant, they deal with fear of failure by an activity that is more directed to self-protection
than to achieving success. In conclusion, fear of failure could motivate if an individual is
success oriented. A success-oriented approach is characterised by optimism, proactivity,

energy, need achievement behaviour, resilience to setback and focus on strengths.

15



Conroy & Elliot (2004) conducted research of fear of failure and need achievement motivation
in relationship with sports. They stated that besides the energising effect of fear of failure on
achievement behaviour, it could also susceptible an individual to a specific type of
performance goals. Fear of failure has a causal influence on achievement goals, indeed. Fear
of failure holds result when beliefs about adverse consequences of failure are triggered by
situations where failure is possible. This study also shows that a success-oriented and goal —

oriented approach is favourable to use fear of failure as motivation.

To conclude, fear of failure could have a positive effect on an entrepreneur when it is used as
a motivation to need achievement. Two coping strategies could be effective when dealing
with fear of failure. Furthermore, a success-oriented and approach — oriented achievement

behaviour could lead to the use of fear of failure as motivation and stimulant.

2.4. Conceptual model

Need for

Motivation )
achievement

| |

Fear of Failure > Emotional , Entrepreneurial
T Response Action
Figure 1: conceptual model Knowledge

As the model shows, fear of failure leads to an emotional response, the way an entrepreneur
reacts to fear of failure and how they deal with it. Motivation and knowledge have an impact
on the emotional response that fear of failure creates. Therefore, it also has an indirect
influence on the decision of whether or not an entrepreneur is going to act. Motivation stands
for the willingness to bear uncertainty and is inherent to entrepreneurial action. Knowledge
is related to the perceived uncertainty of the entrepreneur (McMullen & Shepherd, 2006).

When there are high motivation and proper knowledge, there is a greater probability that an
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emotional response will arise from fear of failure, which leads to entrepreneurial action. Need
for achievement influences the emotional response and is related to the way an entrepreneur
deals with fear of failure. When an entrepreneur is high in need for achievement, it is more

likely that the entrepreneur engages in entrepreneurial action.
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3. Methods

3.1. Methodology structure

This study aims to determine the structure of the relationship between fear of failure and
entrepreneurial action and which coping strategies best contribute to a positive effect of that
relation. The conceptual model shows which variables influence the path from fear of failure
to entrepreneurial action. These variables are related to meanings and interpretations.
Investigate whether fear of failure could have a positive effect on entrepreneurial action and
which coping strategies are best to yield that effect, includes describing complex concepts
that are subjective from the respondents’ point of view. For instance, one respondent might
have another emotional response to fear of failure than another respondent. Also, this subject
of research is the persona and a look into the mind of the respondent is necessary to obtain
knowledge about the variables and the objective of this study. The researcher needs to talk
in-depth with the respondent to find out the true meaning of the subject and to get insight
into the different variables. Therefore, a qualitative approach was taken, and in-depth, semi-
structured interviews were conducted. Qualitative research methods allow respondents to
describe these complex concepts from their perspective, which enables the researcher to
better understand the social phenomenon being studied (Boeije, 2014; Corbin & Strauss,
2013). Qualitative research methods facilitate the researcher in finding information which

cannot be extracted by using other (quantitative) methods.

To get insight into the relationship between fear of failure and entrepreneurial action and
which coping strategies will be best to yield a positive effect from that relationship, the first
step for data collection was semi-structured interviews. During the writing of this research,
there is the Covid-19 virus. This ensures that video conferences with the respondents were
chosen and that the interviews were conducted via skype or zoom. Except for one interview,
where it was possible to meet at the office, remotely. Using my network and the networks of
the respondents did the process of finding respondents. The respondents have been

approached by email or telephone contact.
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The interviews were transcribed verbatim after being conducted. Afterwards, the transcripts
were analysed and coded based on a deductive approach via the Atlas.ti software program.
Starting with open coding and followed by axial coding. Finally selective coding was
conducted, codes are assigned to fragments, which congruent with the theory in chapter 2, in
all ten transcripts. The literature review and the conceptual model determine the key
concepts and followed by comparing those codes with each other to build a theory. Moreover,
after the deductive approach was conducted, an inductive approach was chosen in order to
see if more was said in the interviews apart from the theory.

This approach was found appropriate in this study because there is existing literature about
the relations between fear of failure and entrepreneurial action. Besides, there is existing
literature in the achievement behaviour literature regarding the possible positive effect of
fear of failure. However, the relationship between fear of failure and a positive effect on
entrepreneurial action is limited. Therefore, after de deductive approach was conducted, an
inductive approach was chosen in addition. Flexibility is needed between the approaches

because there is a need to take a look inside the minds of the entrepreneurs.

3.2. Semi-structured interviews

Ten semi-structured interviews were held to conduct this research. In-depth interviews allow
for rich data gathering on individuals’ thoughts and behaviour, which is suitable in this study
(Justesen & Mik-Meyer, 2012). It is essential to look into the minds of the entrepreneurs to
determine the relationship between fear of failure and entrepreneurial action. The in-depth
interviews were set up as semi-structured interviews to provide structure while
simultaneously leaving room for individual input apart from the pre-defined open questions
(Bleijenbergh 2015). This also establishes internal validity. A more specific insight was gained
in the heads of the entrepreneurs. Entrepreneurs should let their thoughts run wild during the
interviews and put everything on the table. That's why there are only six specific questions.
There was room for the entrepreneur to say anything they want, and the researcher had set
itself as modest. The respondents were asked to tell about their fear of failure concerning
their business. In this way, the relationships between fear of failure, emotional response and
ultimate entrepreneurial action were mapped out. Also, with an eye on motivation,

knowledge and need for achievement. The interview guide can be found in Appendix 1.
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In this research, the respondents were selectively chosen. Due to this non-probability (non-
random) selection of respondents, it was relevant to ensure that the sample enabled gaining
relevant insights and understandings that allowed the research question to be answered
(Saunders, 2012). Interviews were held with ten entrepreneurs, so a high degree of
generalizability was attempted. Entrepreneurs are defined as individuals who have started
their businesses or businesses and are involved in taking opportunities. Entrepreneurs with at
least five years of experience were chosen as respondents. These entrepreneurs have already
experienced something and in this way, the data collected from the respondents were
comparable. They can look back on past problems and determine how they dealt with those
problems. This research focuses on the relationship between coping strategies and the
positive effect of fear of failure on entrepreneurial action. As mentioned, if an entrepreneur
will engage in entrepreneurial action depends on whether the entrepreneur is motivated
enough to take action, given the expected uncertainty. The entrepreneurial process and action
occur because an entrepreneur act to pursue opportunities. It was relevant to include ten
entrepreneurs to understand the relation between fear of failure and entrepreneurial action
and to determine which coping strategies contribute best to yield a positive effect of that
relation. In this way, the sample allows for data saturation to occur (i.e. no new data is

collected in subsequent interviews) (Saunders, 2012).

Respondent Characteristics

Respondent 1 Male — 10 years of experience. Age: 59
Private company in sustainability sector.

Duration: 42 min.

Respondent 2 Male — 20 years of experience. Age: 65
Personal injury agency,

Duration: 45 min.

Respondent 3 Male — 7 years of experience. Age: 32

Tech company; platform to maximise profit
and enhance the guest experience for
hotels.

Duration: 52 min
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Respondent 4 Male — 13 years of experience. Age: 52
HRM agency,

Duration: 44 min.

Respondent 5 Male — 35 years of experience. Age: 51
Family business. Car wash and petrol pumps

Duration: 1:05 min.

Respondent 6 Female — 5 years of experience. Age: 29

Innovative air purification company. Family
business.

Duration: 49 min.

Respondent 7 Male — 22 years of experience. Age: 52
Insulation company, sustainability.

Duration: 51 min.

Respondent 8 Male — 7 years of experience. Age: 54

Commercial production company, social
impact. With workers who are at a distance
from the labour market.

Duration: 43 min.

Respondent 9 Male — 9 years of experience. Age: 53
Software testing company

Duration: 48 min.

Respondent 10 Female — 8 years of experience. Age: 48
Sales consultancy agency.

Duration: 42 min.

Table 1: Overview of Respondents

3.3. Quality of the research

Taking generalisability, validity and representativeness into account must ensure the quality

of the research. Generalisability was attempted because this study focused on ten
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entrepreneurs. However, with quantitative research, it is a myth that the results of this study
can be applied to all other situations. This research ensures analytical refinement; not the
generalisation from sample to population, but from experience and observation to theory.
Furthermore, the aim of the study was clearly addressed, and in-depth, semi-structured
interviews are held to get a good look in the mind of every single entrepreneur.

Internal validity was achieved by the structure of semi-structured interviews. Asking open
guestions and a modest attitude on the part of the researcher led to a structure that ensured
that the respondents could say anything they wanted without being entirely directed.
Moreover, the recordings of the interviews were transcribed. The researcher could capture
what was said this way. By having the respondents check the transcripts afterwards, an
internal determination was made.

To increase reliability, the steps performed during the research (data collection and data
analysis) were accurately and correctly described. Furthermore, the same questions to

multiple respondents were asked. This leads to more reliable outcomes.

3.4. Research ethics

To obtain research ethics, the respondents were informed that all data collected is solely used
for this research and is not going to be shared with any third parties. All the participants were
provided with information about the research, subjects, duration, procedures and purposes.
At the beginning of the interview, the respondents were told that participation is voluntary
and anonymously if the respondent prefers. Furthermore, permission is requested to allow
the interviews to be recorded. After the interviews were transcribed, the text was sent to the
respondent, so internal validity is ensured. The respondents had the opportunity to delete any
data, once it has served its purpose. The transcripts were sent to the respondents to allow the
respondents to provide additional input and to avoid misinterpretations. Respondents may
also receive the final version of the study if they so wish, this is done without the transcripts
of all the interviews.

The researcher will only do the transcripts. To conclude, all the data gathered throughout the

research was protected and treated with concerning ensuring confidentially of information.
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4. Results

Based on the research methods used, it is possible to answer the question “Which coping

strategies will be best to yield a positive effect from Fear of Failure on Entrepreneurial Action?”

4.1. Entrepreneurial Action

To create an understanding of the actions the entrepreneurs take; the respondents were
asked about the way they make decisions in general (see Interview Guideline, Appendix 1).
Whether they decide to take a chance or not and how they evaluate the risks and uncertainty
associated with entrepreneurship. In addition, the concepts knowledge & motivation were
taken into account. Many entrepreneurs had a similar approach whether they act or not: “/
am very empathic, | go... if you have ratio and intuition. | do a lot by feeling, basically
everything. Sometimes | felt flat on my face. | have learned to substantiate my feeling with
reason” (Respondent 9), “That is uh for 95% well that starts with a feeling what you have there
actually, uh, we always try to substantiate that feeling” (Respondent 8), “So your feeling and
then checked based on numbers” (Respondent 5). None of the respondents indicated that
they only follow their ratio and numbers. Respondent 1 even stated: “/ always do my job more
by feeling, what feels good. And what is not good | do not.”

What can be concluded from this is that the respondents make decisions based on their
feeling, which is often supported by reason. They take action, when their gut is telling them
to take action, and the figures can provide additional substantiation. However, the figures are

of less critical value.

In this study, knowledge is the perceived uncertainty and motivation is the willingness to bear
that uncertainty. When asked what their view of uncertainty was, especially in the present
time with the Covid-19 virus, the respondents reacted differently: “You just have to be careful,
set things on hold and that makes you a bit unsure. Because you will reflect on the future and
what does the market look like for us” (Respondent 6). Respondent 3 said: “/ think this certainly
creates uncertainty now. But that is also what | started with, with the story that you try to see
opportunities and respond to yes where you see opportunities. | actually notice now that we

have attracted more customers in the past month.” Moreover, respondent 5 mentioned: “In
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the long run what it does, no idea. But | think you just have to observe closely and react rapidly.
Here and now you have to be able to pay your bills and you have to adapt to how people
behave. It is not the smartest or strongest that survived. But the one who adapts best to all
situations”. Respondent 6 focuses on keeping calm and feels a certain amount of uncertainty.
The approach from respondent 6 is characterized by the need to keep an overview and keep
calm. Respondent 3 also senses a degree of uncertainty. However, his company does not set
things on hold. A crisis can be attended by opportunities. It is about how you can best see and
exploit those opportunities, according to respondent 3. The knowledge, perceived
uncertainty, is present with both respondents. The willingness to bear the uncertainty, the
motivation, is there. However, the approach in how to bear the uncertainty is different.
Respondent 5 adapts to an uncertain situation, by keeping action-oriented control. The
different approaches are distinguished from each other by a problem-oriented approach on
the one hand, which includes thinking in solutions. On the other hand, an approach that
focuses on keeping calm. This approach is a more emotional response to the uncertain future.
What the respondents do have in common is the motivational aspect of entrepreneurial
action. They are all willing to bear uncertainty, this is in line with the following statement from
the theory: “An entrepreneur will engage in entrepreneurial action, when he or she is
motivated enough to pursue action despite the anticipated uncertainty (knowledge) (Shane,
Locke & Collins, 2003).” The respondents justify that motivation and knowledge are part of
entrepreneurial action. To engage in entrepreneurial action an entrepreneur must perceive

uncertainty and must be willing to overcome the perceived uncertainty.

Perceived uncertainty is influenced by internal and external factors (Shane & Venkataraman,
2000), at this time under the influence of the Covid-19 virus. Therefore, perceived uncertainty
is dynamic and changes over time. The respondents mentioned the following about the
uncertainty they perceive: “I like that and otherwise you shouldn't start doing business as an
entrepreneur” (Respondent 9), “I tackle the point of uncertainty at the source by tackling it
with multiple solutions, and | am always willing to do that with any injury case | have”
(Respondent 2), “You have to imagine that you have a stage, those people who are actors;
they think before they go onstage, will this go well? You prepare yourself very well, you start
building. And if you actually make something new and it opens. Then you have healthy stress.

If you do not have it is not good” (Respondent 5).
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Respondent 9 claims that uncertainty is part of entrepreneurship. Respondent 2 experiences
a form of uncertainty in every case he has. Therefore, uncertainty is a part of his job.
Respondent 5 compares an entrepreneur with an actor. They both experience uncertainty,
and a healthy form of stress is part of being an entrepreneur or actor. Therefore, the
respondents prove that entrepreneurship goes along with uncertainty. Mitchel & Shepherd
(2011), like the respondents, stated that entrepreneurial action is strongly related to

uncertainty.

In sum, the respondents are entrepreneurs and therefore, engage in entrepreneurial action.
The knowledge (perceived uncertainty) is present, especially during Covid-19 virus.
Furthermore, the respondents all experience motivation, the willingness to bear the perceived
uncertainty. When there is motivation; entrepreneurial action takes place. The approach,
when it comes to dealing with bearing the perceived uncertainty, is different for the

respondents. The analysis on dealing with uncertainty is further discussed in section 4.4.

4.2. Fear of Failure

The fear of failure entrepreneurs potentially encounter, influences their entrepreneurial
actions. The respondents were asked how they experienced fear of failure as entrepreneurs.
What determines whether fear of failure is perceived as motivation and what determines
whether fear of failure is perceived as a barrier to the respondents. As, on the one hand,
Conroy & Elliot (2004) stated that fear of failure could have an effect of energising
achievement behaviour; fear of failure perceived as a motivation. On the other hand, Wagner
and Stenberg (2004) & Patzelt and Shepherd (2011) focus on fear of failure as a barrier to
entrepreneurial action. The interviews showed that most of the respondents do regularly feel
some form of stress, pressure or fear of failure. “Very slowly | want to put things like that and
that kind of stress, and what | experience as pressure, | increasingly want to put that down to
someone else. But you are not going to get it away from us” (Respondent 7). Respondent 3
even stated: “But yes we have had sleepless nights yes”. To determine, all respondents suffer
effects of fear of failure; fear of failure is associated with entrepreneurship. The respondents
say that a form of stress is part of being an entrepreneur. Respondent 4 mentioned: “So that

actually remains a certain pressure, every day. Yes, but | do think that is also part of it”.
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Fear of failure is there when you are an entrepreneur. However, the question remains; when

is fear of failure perceived as a barrier and when as a stimulant for the entrepreneurs?

4.2.1. Fear of Failure as a Barrier

In order to create understanding concerning fear of failure as a barrier to entrepreneurial
action, this concept has been investigated by having a view on negativity in general, negative
emotions, barriers and risk aversion in the interviews. Respondent 9 pointed out that fear of
failure feels as a barrier when financial aspects are involved. “So, there | sometimes feel
pressure that you have financial obligations. But maybe that was half a year or so then. Then
| also seriously considered quitting and returning to paid employment”. Respondent 4
indicated that the involvement of financial aspects makes it especially difficult if it has an
impact on the children and the individual situation. “What makes it difficult for me anyway is
the responsibility | have for the children. There is actually for me, a measure of pressure that
has no positive effect on me.” In addition, respondent 10 adds: “no it was really the financial
part that | thought of, what if | don't get any assignments, how do | have my income”.

The analysis that follows is that financial insecure aspects cause fear of failure as a barrier for
some entrepreneurs. Financial obligations could stop entrepreneurs from pursuing action.
Especially when financial aspects are related to private situations and are associated with

responsibility for the family.

Many respondents did not mention financial obligations but did point out the effect of private
situations on their entrepreneurial actions. Respondent 5 said: “But once | had a time when
things didn't go so well in my private life. That does have its repercussions. | have had stress
for a year or 1.5 years because of a private situation. And in that time, | performed much less
as an entrepreneur”. Respondent 3 complemented: “So what is going on now, what do we
expect the future to bring us. What measures should we take now? While at home, the
pressure also increased, more care, more uncertainty, less stable private situation. More hassle
around you. That was what made the combination and the decision-making process more
difficult.”

When there is pressure or stress from home and private situations, fear of failure as a barrier
occurs regarding the business. Fear of failure is considered as a negative emotion, which leads

to less good performance of the entrepreneur.
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Some respondents experienced fear of failure as a barrier to entrepreneurial action when
there are conflicts and frustrations with other actors or stakeholders. Respondent 1: “With a
specific project | stopped taking action, the municipality did not cooperate, and that led to a
lot of frustration, and energy. | just didn't feel like it, and | stopped.” Respondent 8 adds with
an example that frustration produces a lot of negative energy which leads to no
entrepreneurial action at all: “It generated a lot of negative energy, and that is of course never
good for a person, so neither for us nor me. We noticed very little in that place, so little pro
activity from the municipality itself to ensure that they did good things and also at a certain
pace to get those people back to us. You get upset about that, making you think never mind, |
don't do anything anymore.”

Fear of failure is a barrier to entrepreneurial action when there are conflicts with stakeholders,
which includes frustration for the entrepreneur. Fear of failure leads to stopping with

entrepreneurial action.

Overall, almost all of the respondents indicated that fear of failure is a barrier for
entrepreneurial action when the fear of failure concerns negative emotions from, or in
relation with the private situation of the entrepreneur. When the respondents experience an
unpleasant situation at home it has an impact on their entrepreneurial action. Some
respondents experienced that the financial obligations of being an entrepreneur have an
effect on the individual situation, and that could have an effect as a barrier to entrepreneurial
action. Several respondents experience, through the actors or stakeholders they work with,
negative feeling that leads to a barrier to entrepreneurial action. Mainly due to conflict

situations, frustration and the belief that nothing can be done about it.

Fear of failure is a possible barrier for entrepreneurs when financial obligations are related to
the family, there is stress caused by private situations, and when there are conflicts with

stakeholders.

4.2.2. Fear of failure as a stimulant

This study aims to discover a positive effect of fear of failure on entrepreneurial action. Fear
of failure as a stimulant entails a motivational impact on entrepreneurial action. When asked

about the potential motivational effect of fear of failure, all of the respondents claimed to feel
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fear of failure as a stimulant in most cases. As respondent 6 stated about a positive fear of
failure: “I even think that the rest of the team of employees keeps it sharp. It lets you strive to
stay better and on top of the market every time. You have to want to accelerate yourself, it
will not come by itself”. Respondent 1 agreed that it makes you work extra hard: “Yes the
moment you feel the pressure and go for it for a moment. You do get motivation from pressure,
yes, you do it then, it makes you act” and “the pressure of yes but now it really has to happen
you know” (Respondent 7).

This study shows, that entrepreneurs do consider fear of failure as a motivation. Fear of failure
keeps the entrepreneurs and the employees sharp, helps the entrepreneur aim for the best
and it makes sure that entrepreneurs act. As Martin & Marsch (2003) stated, the use of fear
of failure as a drive to accomplish and endure in the face of challenge and adversity. This study

confirms that statement.

Some respondents agreed on the fact that fear of failure ensures that you become more
creative and action-oriented in your business. According to respondent 3, for example:
“Always with a kind of mindset of yes then, we have to fix it in one way or another. Anyway.
We've never had anything like if we don't make it now is over. More of shit it is getting very
urgent now we have to come up with something. Action!” A finding from this is that fear of
failure is experienced as a stimulant, when it makes the entrepreneur more creative and
action — oriented. Moreover, as the business grows, responsibility grows, and more action is
needed even though there is fear of failure. Respondent 5 described this process: “A company
is like an escalator which goes down, and you have to take steps every time or you're at the
bottom. Below you, there is the red sea, where the fish eat each other. And above you, there
is the blue sea. So, you have to keep taking steps. And as time goes on, the stairs start to
accelerate”. The analysis that follows from this quote is as follows: fear of failure makes sure
that an entrepreneur keeps making steps. The feeling arises that it is not a choice to stand
still; standing still is deterioration and ultimately the end for the business. By keep making
steps, an entrepreneur can excel and end up in the blue sea. Fear of failure stimulates the

entrepreneur to keep on going and to go beyond.

The difference between the larger businesses and smaller businesses must be taken into

account. The smaller businesses do not deal with many employees, the responsibility for other

28



people in the business is therefore less. Respondent 4 feels fear of failure more like motivation
for oneself to get the best out of himself and for his clients. The respondent is not dealing with
employees, so the focus is different. “/ think it stimulates me. To always do it as well as
possible”. Finally, respondent 10 complements: “Because for me it is more, if it is a fear, then
I will look at how and what, and then how can | overcome the fear, and eventually make a nice
result of it. Because that's what | go for eventually”.

Fear of failure stimulates respondent 4 and 10 to challenge themselves and get the best out
of it. It is a different story than that of the red and blue sea. Where respondents 3 and 5 must
continue to grow and excel through fear of failure, due to larger businesses. Respondent 4
and 10 reflect fear of failure on self-growth and development. So, fear of failure differs in

effect of stimulation, due to size, responsibility and environment of the business.

Respondent 3 was dealing with a stressful situation. The company wanted to bring in a
significant American investor, which involved large sums. The entrepreneur experienced the
fear of failure as motivational because it was something new to him, he was able to work with
his partners again, and there was a deadline. “And this was yet another project that the 3 of
us really had to do together. And that was kind of a finish line, which was in sight. We just had
a deadline, before that it must be finished. So, it gave us: we are going for it - mentality. And
it was fun.” From this it can be concluded that a deadline can make sure that fear of failure is
considered as a stimulant to entrepreneurial action. Besides, respondent 9 gave a personal
example of fear of failure as a motivational effect on action. “Yes, I play golf a lot, and | often
play with a buddy of mine, and we check who wins per 9 holes. And if | already know on hole
six that | have won, holes 6, 7, 8 and 9 go so bad. But the other way around, if | am behind, |
want to win, so that is very competitive. | experience pressure as positive”.

Fear of failure is a stimulant when an entrepreneur has to deal with deadlines and is
performance oriented. Respondent 3 shows that a deadline ensures that fear of failure is seen
as motivation. Respondent 9 shows that being performance oriented establish a motivational
effect of fear of failure. Deadlines and being performance oriented are in line with need for
achievement. This research shows that a deadline and being performance oriented ensures

that fear of failure is seen as motivation which will be further elaborated in section 4.3.
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In sum, none of the respondents indicated that they never experience fear of failure as a
stimulant to their entrepreneurial action. It keeps them sharp and creative; a healthy form of
fear is needed. The respondents made very clear that there are more situations that fear of
failure is a stimulant to entrepreneurial action than a barrier. Fear of failure is unavoidable for
entrepreneurs, but most of the time, it feels like an incentive to act. Moreover, several
respondents pointed out the influence of deadlines, goals and a winning mentality, which is
compatible with the need for achievement.

The results of the interviews are in line with the statement by Martin & Marsch (2003): the
use of fear of failure as a drive to accomplish and endure in the face of challenge and adversity.

Fear of failure is a stimulant to entrepreneurial action for entrepreneurs.

4.3. Need for Achievement

According to the literature, need for achievement influence the emotional response fear of
failure brings. Several respondents experience a need for achievement as motivation to
entrepreneurial action, as mentioned in section 4.2.2. Need for achievement is associated
with setting goals, deadlines, optimism, being result-oriented and a pressure to perform. The
respondents were asked to what extent they were involved in performance, setting high goals,

deadlines and being result-oriented.

When the respondents were asked about their goals none of the respondents answered that
the goal is to make money with the business. Respondent 7 stated: “But I also really check
whether people are having a good time. There is more than making money.” Respondent 5
declared: “You just want to make beautiful things. Beautiful things where customers feel very
comfortable and where they would like to pay for. And that is actually the focus. And look, the
money will come, money is a result, but not the goal.” The study shows that goals for
entrepreneurs are more about making beautiful things and having a good time. In addition,
respondent 8 and 6 are focused, when it comes to goals, on their employees and team: “We
think loyalty is more important. Or let me put it this way, you also need to have loyalty among
employees. So yes, that is how we set goals. Not too much, but as concrete as possible”
(Respondent 8) and “My goal is to make the team more complete. In order to be able to handle

certain demand that we now receive” (Respondent 6).

30



Analysing this, when entrepreneurs are involved in a larger business, goals shift to the

employees and the team. Being an entrepreneur is not only about making money.

The question remains whether goals contribute to a positive emotional response to fear of
failure or not. Most of the respondents agree on that, respondent 3 explicit mentioned that a
deadline or goal is needed to develop a positive emotional response of fear of failure: “Yes as
long as you know, I think the most important thing is to know where you are working towards
to. If it is a specific project, you know this is the end”. In addition, respondent 1 also gets
motivation of goals, which leads to a positive relationship of goals to entrepreneurial action:
“Yes then | think oh no my goals are compromised and of course | think | know everything and
then that is compromised”.

The quotes show that deadlines and goals contribute to a positive emotional response to fear
of failure. Conroy & Elliot (2004) stated that fear of failure could susceptible an individual to a
specific type of performance goals. Therefore, fear of failure has a causal influence on goals
and deadlines. This study confirms that a goal-oriented approach is conducive to achieve a

positive emotional response to fear of failure.

Some of the respondents need a lesser extent to a goal to maintain a positive emotional
response of fear of failure, because goals are not leading in their business: “I don't feel like my
goals are giving me an extra boost, | can do that myself. And if | don't get them, then not”
(Respondent 2). Respondent 6 provides another point of view: “Especially if we achieve those
goals, so if we indeed enter into such a partnership, if we achieve the successes that we all
work for. That the product again has efficiency improvements, so certainly the success stories.
That motivates.”

The quotes show that achieving results also provide a motivational impact and a positive
emotional response. To conclude, goals and deadlines are not essential to achieve a positive
emotional response to fear of failure. Some entrepreneurs do not need them to attain a
positive emotional response. In addition, achieving results lead to a positive emotional to fear

of failure. Achieving results is congruent with need for achievement and being result-oriented.

As mentioned above, need for achievement is also related to being result-oriented. All of the
respondents claim to be result oriented. “I think | am definitely performance-oriented, but that

is mainly due to doing things right” (Respondent 4). However, for this respondent it is not
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always a positive thing to be result-oriented: “That you go very far in this and when you finally
see how the result of your actions is dealt with that you think of that | could have done a little
less” (Respondent 4). The quote shows that performance mindset can cause you to tip over,
creating a negative emotional response. To determine, being result-oriented does not always
contribute to a positive emotional response to fear of failure. It can even cause an opposite
effect. Recognition of work plays an important role with the negative emotional response to

being result-oriented.

Respondent 2 considers performance drive to be a positive thing because the specific business
focuses on getting justice for other people: “Yes, but the urge to perform and to do what you
can do for a victim. Then that urge gives a positive feeling”. Respondent 1 agrees: “I did have
the goal to contribute and show results”. The performance pressure is decisive when it comes
to contributing to society, in this case, in the area of sustainability. From these quotes it can
be determined that a positive emotional response to fear of failure follows when being result-
oriented goes along with results contributing to society or other people.

To conclude, result orientation creates most of the time a positive emotional response to fear
of failure. In some cases, being result-oriented can cause an opposite effect. Because,
performance pressure can cause an individual to tip over. Especially, when an individual does

not get recognition for the efforts made.

Finally, optimism is related to need for achievement. All of the respondents are optimistic
about the future of their business. Respondent 9 is also optimistic about the future, even if
the business does not work out: “If my company fails in some way, then | will do something
else. It will always be fine”. In general, all the respondents say that you need to be optimistic
as an entrepreneur. The respondents chose to become an entrepreneur based on motivation;
because they enjoyed starting for themselves. Optimism is part of that attitude. “Yes, of
course, great fun. If you are not optimistic and you don’t like it, you have to stop” (Respondent
5), “Most of the time | am convinced it will be all right. I'm just going to do that” (Respondent
10). Moreover, optimism ensures that most of the respondents convert problems or obstacles
into opportunities: “Yes, | would say we get energy from that, to see how we can turn the
negative thing in the right direction. So definitely not get into a negative spiral but stay positive

and think in solutions” (Respondent 8).
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Optimism in general helps to achieve a positive emotional response to fear of failure.
Optimism converts problems or stress into opportunities and action. Moreover, optimism is
part of being an entrepreneur. A positive emotional response leads to entrepreneurial action,
optimism contributes to a positive emotional response. Martin & Marsch (2003) stated that
optimism is part of being success oriented. Optimism brings motivation and resilience, and it
makes an entrepreneur action oriented. This study shows that an optimistic attitude
contributes to a positive emotional response to fear of failure, which leads to entrepreneurial

action.

All of the respondents are optimistic and result oriented. Most of the respondents perceived
performance pressure as a positive emotional response. However, getting recognition for the
effort is necessary for some respondents. The respondents have different approaches to goal
setting procedures. For some, it is very motivating. For others, to a lesser extent. Overall, none
of the respondents aim that generating profit is the goal of doing business and being an
entrepreneur. Having fun, challenging yourself, create an impact and delivering excellent work

is at the top.

4.4. Coping strategies

There are three coping strategies regarding fear of failure according to the literature. The
interviews provided, within these three strategies, more concrete coping strategies to deal
with fear of failure. The respondents were asked how they deal with fear of failure as an
entrepreneur and what works best for them. It turned out that how they react and what works

depends on the situation.

4.4.1. Emotion-focused coping strategies

Emotion-focused coping strategies involve managing emotional responses to stress; they
could change the meaning of a situation (Poczwardowski & Conroy, 2002). Several
respondents claimed to use emotion-focused coping strategies. As respondent 4 argued: “If
you notice that more and more emotion is building up. And no positive emotion. Yes, at some

point listening to this emotion, sounds very soft, but it is how it works for me”. This respondent
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indicates to be very emotional and to react that way often. On the contrary respondent 6
stated: “Let ratio decide before you allow the emotion”.
To conclude, entrepreneurs use a different approach when it comes to dealing with fear of

failure.

Emotion-coping strategies are associated with social support, positive self-talk and
reinterpretation. A lot of respondents use emotion-focused coping strategies, specifically in
the form of talking to others: “We are talking about it, we are talking about it together, how
can you make it up? Talking it away from you is the best thing | think | can do” (Respondent
7), “And then after that, | notice, for example, that | immediately call someone to ventilate
how it went. And that | also get the feedback” (Respondent 6), “And then you hear from
colleagues from other offices that this is also their experience. And that does provide extra
support so that you can better deal with the pressure” (Respondent 2). The respondents all
use the strategy ‘talking to people’. They agree that ‘talking to others’ provides support and
leads to entrepreneurial action. As Poczwardowski & Conroy (2002) stated, these strategies
change the meaning of the situations, by talking to people.

Emotion-focused coping strategies are effective when it comes to private situations of
entrepreneurs. Talking to others helps to reduce stress and provides support. Therefore,
talking to others is effective to deal with fear of failure. Talking to others is considered as an

emotion-focused coping strategy and changes the meaning of the situation.

Most of the respondents look for social support, when they are experiencing fear of failure
caused by frustrations or conflict situations: “But in this case, that municipality does not
cooperate and that is a pity, and that makes you angry, and frustrating, unfortunately, you
can do very little about it. Then we will talk to the partners to share our story” (Respondent 8).
Respondent 9 adds: “Experience and knowing people reduce pressure. | never feel alone. A
safety net yes”, and “You can ask your network for advice, which is super valuable, and they
can then introduce you again. This is so important now, which you can see in these days. Maybe
that's why | feel less pressure, | realize now”. This respondent implies that experience and
personal network also benefit in dealing with fear of failure.

The study shows that the strategy ‘looking for social support’ occurs when fear of failure is

experienced under the influence of frustrations or conflict situations. However, looking for
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social support in situations of conflict or frustration does not lead to entrepreneurial action.
Therefore, this strategy is not effective in dealing with fear of failure, when there are conflict
situations. No entrepreneurial action results from the strategy. The strategy does reduce the

emotional distress but is not action oriented.

To conclude, some of the emotion-focused coping strategies are action-oriented. The strategy
‘talking to people’ can turn fear of failure into a positive effect on entrepreneurial action.
When there is frustration and conflict situations, ‘social support’ does not lead to
entrepreneurial action. In that case, the situation is the way it is, and nothing can be done
about it. Therefore, the same coping strategy, social support, has various outcomes regarding

entrepreneurial action.

4.4.2. Problem-focused coping strategies

Based on the interviews, it became evident that all the respondents use problem-focused
strategies. Problem-focused coping strategies aim to get in control over the source of stress
and are, therefore, action-oriented. Problem-focused coping refers to dealing with negative
emotions and focusses on managing or changing a problem causing fear (Singh et al., 2007).
The strategies are associated with gathering information: “If something like this happens, it is
just okay hold. Freeze everything and gain clear knowledge” (Respondent 6). Respondent 2
added: “I took that risk because | had gathered the knowledge beforehand to know that | was
right, that's how | approach it”. The respondents used the strategy ‘gathering information’ to
deal with fear of failure, which turned out to be effective to deal with fear of failure.

Entrepreneurial action results from the problem-focused coping strategy ‘gathering
information’. Therefore, gathering information as a problem-focused coping strategy is

effective for entrepreneurs to deal with fear of failure.

When there is a crisis, with Covid-19 at the moment, the respondents all indicated that they
mainly act through problem-focused coping strategies. Respondent 7, for example, has made
changes as a result of the corona crisis: “If we start working with new people, they will first
receive a temporary contract of six months with us. And then immediately a permanent

contract. Because we do not like to extend and renew all the time. Normally we would, if there
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was no Corona, we would convert it to indefinite, but we have now said that we do not. And
stay very close to the core”. Respondent 5 contributes: “Well just pay close attention. First, |
worked with quarterly figures, immediately went to monthly figures. To take a good look at
where exactly you are in the month” and “I have several investment plans and | just put those
plans on hold for now. To see what’s going to happen. Based on this, you will find monthly
figures, you cannot anticipate that. Expanding a company at a later date”. Finally, respondent
9 complements: “And | must say recently, yes, of course the world is upside down. | had 35
people working and | wanted to grow to 50 people, but | put that on hold for a while in early
March”. All three respondents adjusted to the crisis and made changes regarding their current
business or future goals. Entrepreneurial action follows these problem-focused strategies.

So, problem-focused strategies are associated with planning and decision-making.
Entrepreneurs focus their attention and try to be in control over the source of stress. Making
adjustments in a business leads to entrepreneurial action. Therefore, problem-focused

strategies are effective to deal with fear of failure.

Besides, several respondents argue that looking for opportunities and being action-oriented
has a positive effect on entrepreneurial action: “Stay on the side lines and keep thinking up
things, but in the end do nothing. That's daydreaming. No daydreaming, just go, do and action.
Otherwise, you just won't get there. It's very simple. Sure fear, you shouldn't be crazy. It is not
do or die. But it is making choices that you can make wise, just do and tackle at the source”
Respondent 5). Respondent 5 stated that fear should be tackled at the source by looking for
opportunities and being action oriented. So, entrepreneurial action can follow.

Thinking in solutions, being action-oriented and tackling fear at the source leads to
entrepreneurial action. These strategies are problem-focused strategies. Therefore, problem-

focused strategies are effective to deal with fear of failure.

All the problem-focused coping strategies are action-oriented. Planning, decision-making,

gathering information and take action turn fear of failure into a positive effect on

entrepreneurial action.
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4.4.3. Avoidance-focused coping strategies

Only one respondent provided an example where an avoidance-focused coping strategy was
used. Avoidance-focused coping strategies are associated with avoiding dealing with the
problem and disengage from the situation (Sagar et al., 2009). Respondent 1 stated: “Then |
left it all, and then | thought crappy club. Yes, those people were not right, those officials. Yes,
then | thought | do not feel like it at all, and there is no point in working with this”. In this
specific case, the project was stopped by the respondent because it took too much energy. In
the short term and the long term, it ensured that fear of failure was reduced, but
entrepreneurial action was not pursued. Respondent 1 argued that quitting and not dealing
with the specific fear of failure can lead to more entrepreneurial action on other projects in
the business. However, with the specific fear of failure, an avoidance-focused coping strategy

is not effective to deal with fear of failure.

This study shows that avoidance-focused coping strategies are not action-oriented. So, these
strategies do not turn fear of failure into a positive effect on entrepreneurial action. However,
this study shows that the use of an avoidance-focused coping strategy can lead to greater

focus on projects allowing more entrepreneurial action.

4.4.4. Best coping strategy for a positive effect to fear of failure

This study determined that problem-focused coping strategies have a positive effect to fear
of failure, which leads to entrepreneurial action, in all cases. Emotion-focused coping
strategies can turn fear of failure into a positive effect on entrepreneurial action when that
strategy involves talking to people. Emotion-focused coping strategies do not turn fear of
failure into a positive effect on entrepreneurial action when there is frustration and a conflict
situation. Avoidance-focused coping strategies do not turn fear of failure into a positive effect
on entrepreneurial action but may lead to more focus in other areas, which allows more

entrepreneurial action.
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5. Conclusion

The conclusion provided below presents the answer to the following question: “Which coping

strategies will be best to yield a positive effect from Fear of Failure on Entrepreneurial Action ?”

Often fear of failure is a stimulant for entrepreneurs, healthy tension is proper and keeps
sharp; it is part of being an entrepreneur. Need for achievement has a positive impact on the
emotional response to fear of failure; being a result-oriented individual contributes to this.
However, too high a performance pressure leads to an opposite effect. Especially, if an

entrepreneur does not get recognition for the actions performed.

Two reasons make fear of failure a barrier to entrepreneurial action. The first reason is
frustration or a conflict situation with stakeholders. An emotion-focused or avoidance-
focused coping strategy follows. An avoidance-focused coping strategy does not turn fear of
failure into a positive effect on entrepreneurial action, but it gives room to focus on other
aspects of the company, which means more entrepreneurial action. An emotion-focused
coping strategy, in this case, does not convert fear of failure into a positive effect on
entrepreneurial action. The second reason is the impact of a private situation on the
entrepreneur. An emotion-focused coping strategy follows in the form of social support. A
safety net and social support ensure that fear of failure can be converted into a positive effect
on entrepreneurial action. Therefore, an emotion-focused coping strategy can be effective to

deal with fear of failure.

Problem-focused strategies involve planning, gathering information and decision making. The
action-oriented approach ensures that fear of failure can be turned into a positive effect on
entrepreneurial action. The source of fear of the entrepreneur is tackled by the source. Fear
of failure keeps an entrepreneur creative in finding solutions and helps to stay focused.
Therefore, a problem-focused coping strategy is effective to deal with fear of failure.

Entrepreneurial action follows.

In conclusion, problem-focused coping strategies are best to yield a positive effect from fear

of failure on entrepreneurial action. Emotion-focused coping strategies can provide a positive
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effect from fear of failure on entrepreneurial action when it involves social support and a

safety net. With these strategies fear of failure leads to entrepreneurial action.
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6. Discussion

The objective of this study was to explore which coping strategies are best to yield a positive
effect from fear of failure on entrepreneurial action. More specifically, this study aimed to
examine whether fear of failure could be converted into a positive force to entrepreneurial
action, and which coping strategies contribute best. To examine the objective, ten semi-

structured interviews are conducted.

6.1. Theoretical implications

Thefirstinsight relates to problem-focused coping strategies. The study showed that problem-
focused coping strategies are best to yield a positive effect from fear of failure on
entrepreneurial action. Problem-focused coping strategies are action-oriented, according to
the respondents. The result is consistent with the literature; Sagar, Lavallee & Spray (2009)
stated that problem-focused coping strategies are positively related to the well-being of an
individual during stressful situations. Therefore, they are more likely to be effective to deal

with fear of failure. Entrepreneurial action follows.

An interesting finding is that this study provides extra insight when it comes to emotion-coping
strategies. First of all, the result of the study is consistent with the literature. The results
showed that emotion-focused strategies are used when there is frustration, and nothing can
be done about that. Besides, the results showed that some emotion-focused coping strategies
are action-oriented. Talking to people can turn fear of failure into a positive effect on
entrepreneurial action. According to Baker & Berenbaum (2007), the range of emotion-
focused strategies is broad; the results concluded the same. The interesting finding concerns
the following. The study showed in which specific situations emotion-focused coping
strategies are effective and how to use them effectively to experience a positive effect of fear
of failure. Emotion-focused coping strategies are effective when it concerns social support and
a safety net. Specifically, if there is a problematic private situation, social support ensures that
entrepreneurial action can take place. Therefore, the current research supplements the

existing literature.
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Moreover, avoidance-coping strategies are indeed avoidance- focused strategies according to

the interviews and the literature (Sagar et al., 2009).

6.2. Practical implications

Practical implications of this work include insights about the best coping strategies
entrepreneurs can use to convert fear of failure into a positive effect on entrepreneurial
action. The results provide some guidelines for an entrepreneur. First, this research suggests
that being action-oriented, optimistic and result-oriented is favourable to turn fear of failure
into entrepreneurial action. Being action-oriented is associated with the problem-focused
coping strategy. Being optimistic and result-oriented is associated with need for achievement.
Optimism ensures that an individual can convert problems or obstacles into opportunities.
Being result-oriented creates a positive emotional response to fear of failure. If an individual
has those qualities, it is easier to convert fear of failure into a positive effect on

entrepreneurial action.

Secondly, when an entrepreneur is dealing with a private matter, it is preferable to seek social
support. A safety net can ensure that the fear of failure experienced by the private matter is
converted into a positive effect on entrepreneurial action. Social support and a safety net are
associated with emotional-focused coping strategies. When there is frustration among
entrepreneurs by external stakeholders, emotional-focused coping strategies are not useful

to convert fear of failure into a positive effect on entrepreneurial action.

Finally, avoidance-coping strategies are not useful to convert fear of failure into a positive
effect on entrepreneurial action. However, avoidance of a specific fear of failure can result in

a greater focus on other aspect, allowing more entrepreneurial action.

To conclude, the guideline for entrepreneurs entail that a problem-focused coping strategy is
effective to turn fear of failure into a positive force on entrepreneurial action. Emotion-
focused coping strategies are sometimes effective. There are tools provided to make them
useful. Avoidance-focused coping strategies are never sufficient to convert fear of failure into

a positive effect on entrepreneurial action.
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6.3. Limitations of the research and directions for further research

This study is subject to several limitations. Some of these limitations apply to qualitative
research in general. Confidentiality and anonymity were made clear before the interviews
were held. However, respondents can provide desirable answers during the interviews. This
can affect the results of this study. Besides, since this research is a qualitative study and only
includes ten respondents, the generalisability of the findings of this research is limited; the so-

called myth of generalisability.

The semi-structured interviews that were conducted in this research were performed
differently due to the Covid-19 virus. One interview was held in person. The other nine
interviews were held via skype or zoom. These changes could influence the outcomes of the
study, as people might answer differently over video calls than in person. Besides, two
interviews were conducted with women and eight with men. The study findings have not
taken into account any differences that gender may entail. Also, the factor ‘experience of the
entrepreneur’ was not taken into account while it may be possible that this factor influences

the handling of fear of failure.

Another restriction of this study relates to the general understanding of the concept ‘fear of
failure’. However, fear of failure has many different definitions. Fear of failure is, for example,
defined as a negative emotion (Patzelt & Shepherd, 2011). Fear of failure also can be defined
in terms of risk aversion (Wagner and Stenberg, 2004). This study did not have a specific
definition of fear of failure during the data-collection. This can lead one respondent to
consider fear of failure as stress or pressure. However, the other respondent regarded fear of

failure as literally fear of failure.

This research provides an interesting research avenue. The research confirms that it is possible
to maintain a positive effect on entrepreneurial action from fear of failure. This outcome
makes way for further research on the positive influence of fear of failure. More specifically,
it would be interesting to dive deeper into the different emotion-focused coping strategies as
this study showed that some are action-oriented and effective. However, there are still

emotion-focused coping strategies that are not effective.
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Appendix I: Interview guideline

Goedemiddag,

Mijn naam is Irene Timmermans en ik ben een masterstudent Innovation & Entrepreneurship
aan de Radboud Universiteit. Het doel van mijn onderzoek is te onderzoeken hoe u, als
ondernemer, omgaat en om is gegaan met de zogenoemde “Fear of Failure” en hoe dat in
relatie staat met beslissingen en acties die uitvoert als ondernemer. Met mijn onderzoek wil
ik kijken of het mogelijk is dat “faalangst” als het ware een positief effect kan hebben op de

beslissingen die u maakt in uw onderneming.

Ik wil graag benadrukken dat dit interview geheel vrijwillig is. Daarnaast is het mogelijk een
transcript te krijgen van dit interview en de eindversie van mijn scriptie.
Voordat we gaan beginnen met het interview wil ik u vragen of u ermee akkoord gaat dat,

voor de effectiviteit van dit gesprek, het interview wordt opgenomen.

Mochten er tijdens het interview vragen of concepten niet duidelijk zijn, dan hoor ik dat graag.

Heeft u vooraf nog vragen?

Introductie van de respondent
o Kunt u zich voorstellen waarbij u vertelt over uw onderneming, hoe lang u al
ondernemer bent en de weg naar ondernemer worden.

Geschiedenis van de ondernemer, eventuele partners, meerdere ondernemingen etc.

Entrepreneurial Action
o Hoe neemt u beslissingen over de toekomst en richting van de onderneming/besluit u
om een kans te pakken wel of niet?
Voorbeelden, onzekerheden; onbekende toekomst, waargenomen onzekerheid

(kennis). Kansen waard om te volgen, bereidheid onzekerheid te dragen (motivatie).

Fear of Failure

o Hoe ervaart u angst om te falen als ondernemer?
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Barriére tot actie; risk aversie, negatieve emotie, onzekere toekomst etc.
Motivatie tot actie; scherp houden, stimulerend, presteren. Druk, stress, angst.

Voorbeelden

Coping Strategies/Emotional response
o Hoe gaat u om met de angst om te falen als ondernemer?
Actiegericht, emotiegericht of negeren. Voorbeelden. Wanneer angst om te falen als

iets negatiefs, wanneer positief. Hoe reageert u op druk, stress, angst etc.

Need for Achievement
o In hoeverre houdt u zich bezig met presteren en hoge doelen zetten/doelgericht
werken?

Optimistisch, waarvoor presteren, prestatiedrang druk omzetten in iets positiefs.

Zijn er verder nog zaken die u wilt bespreken waar we het tijdens het interview niet over
hebben gehad? Zijn er zaken waarop u wilt terugkomen of waar u nog iets aan wilt toevoegen?
Ik ga dit interview zo snel mogelijk uitwerken. Gaat u ermee akkoord deze uitwerking te
ontvangen en uw goedkeuring daarna retour te sturen? Wenst u mijn gehele onderzoek na
afronding te ontvangen?

Dan wil ik u bedanken voor uw tijd en wens ik u verder nog een fijne dag.
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Appendix 11: Coding

In the following scheme some examples of the codes used during the analyses are showed.

Theor | Open Coding/Initial Coding Axial Selectiv
etical Coding | e
constr coding
uct
Fear of FoF as a
failure - But once | had a time when things didn't go so well in - Stress, | barrier
my private life. That does have its repercussions. | have barrier,
had stress for a year or 1.5 years because of a private FoF
situation. And in that time, | performed much less as an
entrepreneur
- no, it was really the financial part that | thought of, what Financi
if  don't get any assignments, how do | have my income al
- So, what is going on now, what do we expect the future T
to bring us. What measures should we take now? While Barrier,
at home, the pressure also increased, more care, more FoF
uncertainty, less stable private situation. More hassle Uncerta
around you. That was what made the combination and inty,
the decision-making process more difficult. barrier,
- What makes it difficult for me anyway is the private,
responsibility | have for the children. There is actually FoF
for me, a measure of pressure that has no positive
effect on me
- So, there | sometimes feel pressure that you have
financial obligations. But maybe that was half a year or .
. . . Private,
so then. Then | also seriously considered quitting and ]
returning to paid employment barrier,
FoF
Financi
al,
pressur
e, FoF,
Barrier
- FoF as a
- Yes the moment you feel the pressure and go for it for a Motivat | stimula
moment. You do get motivation from pressure, yes, youdo | ion, nt
it then, it makes you act positive
- Always with a kind of mindset of yes then, we have to fix it | Motivat
in one way or another. Anyway. We've never had anything oin,
like if we don't make it now is over. More of shit it is getting | action
very urgent now we have to come up with something. oriente
Action d
- I think it stimulates me. To always do it as well as possible | stimula
nt

50



- Yes, | play golf a lot, and | often play with a buddy of mine, Result Need
and we check who wins per 9 holes. And if | already know on | oriente | for
hole six that | have won, holes 6, 7, 8 and 9 go so bad. But d, achieve
the other way around, if | am behind, | want to win, so that | action ment
is very competitive. | experience pressure as positive. oriente

- Yes then | think oh no my goals are compromised d
and of course | think | know everything and then that | Optimis
is compromise. m,
- Ithink I am definitely performance-oriented, but that | action
is mainly due to doing things right oriente
- Yes, but the urge to perform and to do what you can | d
do for a victim. Then that urge gives a positive Perfor
feeling mance
oriente
d
Positive
Coping | - Let ratio decide before you allow the emotion Emotio | Emotio
mecha | - And then you hear from colleagues from other offices that | nal n-
nism this is also their experience. And that does provide extra Social focused
support so that you can better deal with the pressure support
- If you notice that more and more emotion is building up. , talking
And no positive emotion. Yes, at some point listening to this | to each
emotion, sounds very soft, but it is how it works for me other.
Emotio
n.
Coping
mechan
ism

- - If we start working with new people, they will first receive | Adapt, | Proble
a temporary contract of six months with us. And then crisis, m —
immediately a permanent contract. Because we do not like | action, | focued
to extend and renew all the time. Normally we would, if proble
there was no Corona, we would convert it to indefinite, but | m
we have now said that we do not. And stay very close to the
core Ratio,

- Stay on the side lines and keep thinking up things, but in adapt,
the end do nothing. That's daydreaming. No daydreaming, action,
just go, do and action. Otherwise, you just won't get there. thinkin
It's very simple. Sure fear, you shouldn't be crazy. Itis notdo | gin

or die. But it is making choices that you can make wise, just | solutio
do and tackle at the source ns

-If something like this happens, it is just okay hold. Freeze Informa
everything and gain clear knowledge tion

- “I took that risk because | had gathered the knowledge gatheri
beforehand to know that | was right, that's how | approach ng

it
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- Then | left it all, and then | thought crappy club. Yes, those Coping | Avoida
people were not right, those officials. Yes, then | thought | mechan | nce -
do not feel like it at all, and there is no point in working with | ism. focues
this Negativ

e.

Table 2: Coding scheme example
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