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ABSTRACT
‘BORN, NOT MADE’ AND OTHER BELIEFS
ABOUT ENTREPRENEURIAL ABILITY

The claim that “entrepreneurs are born, not made” captures the idea that entrepreneurial ability is
largely determined by a person’s inborn characteristics. Despite longstanding scholarly interest in
assessing the validity of this claim, the belief that entrepreneurial ability is inborn remains largely
unexamined. This is unfortunate, because many people around the world hold this belief even though the
belief itself is inconsistent with contemporary social science. In an effort to advance research in this area,
I review recent social psychological research on lay theory and, in particular, on the concept of
“essentialism,” the idea that members of large social groups possess an underlying set of immutable
characteristics. Extending those ideas, | apply them to the case of occupational groups and introduce a
construct to capture the belief that entrepreneurs possess an underlying essence that is fixed and inborn. |
go on to explain how this belief is likely to affect important choices people make about the creation and
management of new ventures. Taken together, these arguments expand scholarly conversations at the
intersection of entrepreneurship and cognition by raising new questions about how and with what effects

people think about entrepreneurial ability. (191 words)



INTRODUCTION

The claim that “entrepreneurs are born, not made” is a colloquialism that captures the
longstanding idea that entrepreneurial ability is a function of a person’s inborn characteristics. This idea
has been advanced for years in popular discussions of entrepreneurship as well as in scholarly circles
(Gartner, 1989; Shook, Priem & McGee, 2003), where it has motivated research on the entrepreneurial
personality (e,g., Chell, 2008) and, more recently, on the genetic bases of entrepreneurial behavior (e.g.,
Shane, 2010). Despite longstanding scholarly interest in assessing the validity of this claim, the belief that
entrepreneurial ability is inborn remains largely unexamined. This is unfortunate for several reasons.

First, people’s beliefs have important implications for their behavior, regardless of whether those
beliefs are true (Hong, Levy & Chiu, 2001; Kruglanski et al., 2009). Scholars have paid considerable
attention to the beliefs people hold about their own entrepreneurial abilities — i.e., their “entrepreneurial
self-efficacy” (Hmieleski & Baron, 2008; Zhao, Seibert & Hills, 2006). But they have tended to ignore
the more general beliefs people hold about the nature of entrepreneurial ability, even though general
beliefs about ability have been shown to be highly consequential in other domains (Molden & Dweck,
2006). Second, notwithstanding the fact that people’s behaviors are influenced by their personalities and
genetic profiles, the simpler and more strongly deterministic claim that “entrepreneurs are born” is
inconsistent with contemporary social science (Dar-Nimrod & Heine, 2011; Turkheimer, 2000).
Nevertheless, there is evidence that many people — including, as | observe below, roughly half of the
adults in several large, economically prominent countries — do in fact believe that “entrepreneurs are
born” (Amway, 2014). This evidence is consistent with broader evidence showing that many people hold
simplistic and erroneous beliefs about the genetic bases of human behavior (Lanie et al., 2004; Richards,
1996). At the same time, the increasing availability of genetic testing is making it more common for
people to be interested in — and more liable to misinterpret — their own genetic profiles (Gollust, Hull &
Wilfond, 2002; Maron, 2014). Taken together, these factors make it important for scholars to consider

more fully the implications of the frequently-touted and widely-held belief that “entrepreneurs are born”.



In this chapter, | encourage entrepreneurship scholars to expand their focus beyond the
longstanding question of whether (or to what degree) entrepreneurs are born and to consider newer, less-
explored guestions, such as when, why and with what effects people actually believe this to be true. |
begin by observing that significant numbers of people do in fact believe that entrepreneurs are born, and |
show that some scholars have also endorsed this contention. I further explain, however, that the belief that
entrepreneurs are “born, not made” is inconsistent with contemporary social science for a variety of
reasons. | go on to review recent social psychological research on lay theory and, in particular, research
on the concept of “essentialism,” the idea that members of large social groups possess an underlying set
of immutable characteristics. Extending those ideas, | apply them to the case of occupational groups and
introduce a construct to capture the belief that entrepreneurs possess an underlying essence that is fixed
and inborn. I proceed to discuss several ways in which this belief is likely to affect important choices
people make about the creation and management of new ventures.

Taken together, these arguments advance research at the intersection of entrepreneurship and
cognition by expanding scholarly conversations about entrepreneurial ability beyond matters of self-belief
to include consideration of how and with what effects people think about ability in general (e.g., Molden
& Dweck, 2006). This, in turn, helps to deepen our understanding of how people’s beliefs shape their
decisions about whether and how to exploit entrepreneurial opportunities (Ramoglou, 2011; Shepherd,

McMullen, and Jennings, 2007).

“BORN, NOT MADE”: BELIEFS AND EVIDENCE

The claim that entrepreneurs are born is commonly invoked in the popular press and even, to
some extent, in academic literature. For example, Forbes magazine recently ran a cover story in which it
profiled a set of entrepreneurs whose children were also engaged in entrepreneurial pursuits (Adams,
2011). The story highlighted similarities that suggested the parents had passed on the ‘business gene’ to
their children. Other popular press articles have endorsed the claim even more explicitly (e.g., Gannett
2012; Maurya, 2015). Some scholars have also endorsed the claim, as Shane (2010) did in his book, Born
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entrepreneurs, born leaders and as Fisher and Koch (2008) did in their book, Born, not made: The
entrepreneurial personality.t

Beyond these examples, there is evidence the born-not-made belief is prevalent within and across
societies. For example, the Amway Global Entrepreneurship Report (2014) asked over 43,000 people in
38 countries around the world whether they believed “‘entrepreneurs are born’ or, alternatively, whether
entrepreneurial skills could be acquired. Thirty-seven percent of respondents worldwide indicated they
believed entrepreneurs are born. The born-not-made belief was held by even larger percentages of the
respondents in Great Britain (39%), Korea (42%), Brazil (46%), Slovakia (50%) and Japan (60%), among
other countries.

Interest in the born-not-made claim is further reflected in some recent research studies which
have documented evidence of a link between genetics and the entrepreneurial entry decision (Shane,
2010). For example, Nicolaou and colleagues (2008) analyzed the entrepreneurial entry behaviors of
roughly 1,700 same-sex pairs of female twins from the UK using commonly-used measures of
entrepreneurial entry. Through this study, they estimated the “heritability” of entrepreneurial behavior to
be ‘high even after [adjusting] for potential confounders such as gender, age, income, education, marital
status race and immigrant status’ (p. 173).2 Similarly, Zhang and colleagues (2009) studied the behaviors
of roughly 2,000 same-sex pairs of male and female twins, again using common measures of
entrepreneurial entry. They concluded that entrepreneurial behavior was heritable among females but not
among males.

To the extent that popular media outlets cover the findings of studies like these, they are liable to

“hype” them and thereby convey the simplistic impression that scientists have validated the born-not-

! Shane carefully qualifies this claim in some parts of the text, but he is less qualified in other parts and, clearly, in
the title. Fisher and Koch make the claim much more strongly.

2 In genetic studies, claims of this kind are commonly based on heritability coefficients. However, Turkheimer
(2011) has criticized the use of these coefficients as measures of “how determined” a trait is, given that heritability
depends on the population in which it is measured, a point which underscores the need for care in interpreting
genetics studies.



made thesis (Bubela & Caulfield, 2004). In fact, however, making sense of such studies requires us to
position their findings in a larger theoretical and empirical context.

First, behavioral genetics has shown that nearly all complex human behaviors are at least partially
heritable. Indeed, the effect of genes is generally stronger than the effect of being raised in a certain
family (Turkheimer, 2000). Thus, we should not be surprised to find that genes exert some influence on
entrepreneurial behavior as well. However, the causal chains through which genes influence human
behavior are generally very long such that individual differences with regard to complex human behaviors
(like entrepreneurship) are likely to be a function of a great many genetic variations, each of which
accounts for only a small percentage of behavioral variability (Chabris et al., 2015). Moreover, a
substantial portion of the remaining variation in human behavior is attributable to what behavioral
geneticists call the ‘nonshared environment’, or the set of environmental influences that are unique to a
single organism, as opposed to those that are common to siblings within a family (Dick, 2005;
Turkheimer, 2000). In fact, behavior is shaped significantly by a complex interaction of genes and
environment that includes the ‘self-determinative ability of humans to chart a course for their own lives,
constrained but not determined by the genes, family and culture, and in response to the vagaries of
environmental experience with which they are presented’ (Turkheimer, 2011; p. 826). Thus, there is no
‘gene for’ entrepreneurship, and accepting the claim that ‘entrepreneurs are born, not made” would
require us to embrace an oversimplified and exaggerated conception of how genes work.

Second, there is a meaningful difference between the characteristics that make someone more
likely to become an entrepreneur and those that make someone more likely to perform well in that
capacity. For example, consider Nicolaou and colleagues’ (2008) proposition that people with a genetic
predisposition for ‘sensation-seeking’ are more likely to become entrepreneurs, owing to the capacity for
entrepreneurial work to provide frequent exposure to ‘novel” and ‘complex’ sensations. Even if we grant
that this is true, it does not necessarily imply that people who are more predisposed to sensation-seeking
are any more likely to succeed as entrepreneurs once they have made the entry decision. In fact, it is
conceivable that, beyond a certain threshold level, higher levels of sensation-seeking might cause people
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to perform less well as entrepreneurs, given that high levels of sensation-seeking have been associated
with substance abuse and other high-risk behaviors (Zuckerman, 2006). The claim that entrepreneurs are
born glosses over such complexities by conflating the determinants of entrepreneurial entry with the
determinants of success, a practice that is hard to reconcile with the high rates of failure new ventures
generally experience.

Third, decades of social psychological research on entrepreneurs has shown that entrepreneurs as
a group are highly heterogeneous and do not, in fact, share a set of fixed psychological characteristics
(Gartner, 1989; Mitchell et al., 2002; Shook, Priem, and McGee, 2003). For example, Chell’s (2008)
exhaustive analysis of past scholarship in this vein yields an overall portrait of the ‘entrepreneurial
personality” which, despite scattered elements of thematic consistency, remains highly diffuse and
empirically inconclusive — a finding that prompted her to conclude that the concept of the entrepreneurial
personality is best understood as a “social construction’. To observe this is not to dispute that specific
personality traits may influence specific behaviors relevant to entrepreneurship, as some scholars have
concluded (e.g., Rauch and Frese, 2007; Zhao and Seibert, 2006), or that certain cognitive processes may
facilitate the exploration or exploitation of opportunities. However, it is to say that there exists no
scientifically-grounded set of psychological characteristics that reliably distinguish ‘born entrepreneurs’
from non-entrepreneurs.

Finally, research in entrepreneurship suggests that people who persist in entrepreneurial activities
over time can develop knowledge that enhances their ability (e.g., Baron and Ensley, 2006; Parker, 2013;
Sarasvathy, 2008). Research further indicates that entrepreneurial ability encompasses multiple
components, including technical, social and cognitive skills (Markman, 2007; Mitchell et al., 2000), the
significance of which may vary across environmental contexts (e.g., Aldrich & Martinez, 2001; Baron
and Markman, 2003). Although the ability to acquire any given skill may vary across individuals, there
exists a wide range of social settings within which innate talent has been shown to be less crucial to task
performance than deliberate practice, which triggers improvements over time in memory, intuition and

other cognitive processes that further skill development and task performance (Baron and Henry, 2010).



To the extent these findings indicate that the skills associated with entrepreneurial ability are diverse,
learnable and context-specific, they further contradict the idea that entrepreneurs are born.

In summary, notwithstanding the real influence that genes exert on entrepreneurial (or any other)
behavior, the claim that ‘entrepreneurs are born, not made’ is a significant exaggeration, and belief in the
claim is inconsistent with contemporary social science. Nevertheless, as we have seen, the born-not-made
thesis is often publicly advanced by influential people and sources, and it is widely held among members
of the general population in a variety of cultural and institutional contexts. At a minimum, this state of
affairs is noteworthy as an example of a disconnect between popular belief and research-based knowledge
about entrepreneurship (Davidsson, 2002) — a disconnect that would seem to call for a “knowledge
transfer” effort of the kind that scholars interested in “evidence-based management” have advocated in
recent years (e.g., Rousseau & McCarthy, 2007). But this disconnect is all the more significant in light of
recent scientific advances that have made it easier for people to access their own (and potentially others’)
genetic profiles (Maron, 2014). Given that such tests are already widely available and are increasingly
marketed with reference to the information they can provide relevant to health, disease and reproduction
(Gollust et al., 2002), it is reasonable to expect such tests to be increasingly sought out for work- and
career-related purposes as well. For all of these reasons, there is a need for scholars to understand more
fully the belief that entrepreneurs are born and to investigate its implications for entrepreneurial behavior.
Tools appropriate to these tasks can be found in recent social psychological research on how people think

about social groups.

UNDERSTANDING HOW PEOPLE THINK ABOUT ENTREPRENEURS

Research relevant to understanding how people think about entrepreneurs as a social group can be
found within certain streams of research on ‘lay theory’. A lay theory is a knowledge structure possessed
and used by lay people, as opposed to scientists (Furnham, 1988; Heath, 1999; Kruglanski et al., 2009).
Among the earliest lay theories to be explored were ‘implicit’ theories of personality and related

psychological concepts (Furnham, 1988). More recently, the study of lay theory has examined the ideas



people invoke in making sense of other aspects of the world, including physics and biology (e.g., Baron-
Cohen, 1997; Jayaratne et al., 2009).

An important set of lay theories involves the beliefs people hold about the properties of social
groups. In general, people tend to assign social groups to one of four main types: intimacy groups (e.g.,
groups of friends); social categories (e.g., gender categories such as men and women); task groups (e.qg.,
project teams) and loose associations (e.g., people in an elevator) (Lickel, Hamilton, and Sherman, 2001).
The type to which a specific group of people is assigned depends on that group’s characteristics. Large
groups of people that exist for long durations, for example, such as groups of people categorized with
reference to their gender or occupation, are treated as social categories (Lickel et al., 2001). Clearly,
however, social categories are highly heterogeneous, encompassing groups whose boundaries may be
drawn with reference to a wide range of criteria. Most research attention has been devoted to how lay
people make sense of large social categories, such as those defined with reference to race, ethnicity,
religion or gender (Levy, Chiu, and Hong, 2006). But by drawing on what we know about lay theorizing
in connection with such groups, we can explore the way people think about occupational groups as well.

In doing so, we can characterize more fully the belief that entrepreneurs are born and not made.

Essentialist lay beliefs

A key issue investigated in connection with lay theory is the extent to which people hold
‘essentialist” beliefs about social categories, or the extent to which they believe the people in these
categories possess an underlying essence that is fixed (i.e., stable over time) and inductively potent,
meaning it can serve as a strong basis for inferring other non-obvious properties (Rothbart and Taylor,
1992). For example, there is considerable evidence that lay beliefs about gender categories are highly
essentialized (Haslam, Rothschild, and Ernst, 2000). In other words, many lay people believe the
categories ‘men’ and ‘women’ each possess an underlying essence that is shared by the members of those
categories. However, lay people vary with regard to the strength of their essentialist beliefs; in other

words, some people hold these beliefs more strongly than do others. In addition, the prevalence and



strength of essentialist lay beliefs varies significantly across social categories. For example, essentialist
beliefs about gender categories are more widespread than are essentialist beliefs about ethnic groups,
social classes and personality types, although there is evidence that many lay people hold essentialist
beliefs about all of these categories (Haslam and Whelan, 2008; Levy et al., 2006).

Essentialist beliefs are important, because research has shown that these beliefs affect how people
make sense of their own behavior and that of others. For example, research has shown that when people
hold essentialist beliefs about a social group, they are likely to endorse group stereotypes more readily, to
exaggerate the homogeneity of the group and to attribute people’s behavior — their own and others’ — to
their ‘nature’ as members of the group (Yzerbyt and Rocher, 2002; Demoulin, Leyens, and Yzerbyt,
2006). Thus, essentialist beliefs are related to stereotypes of social groups, but they differ from those
beliefs in that essentialist beliefs do not entail any specific beliefs about the attributes or behaviors shared
by members of a social group. Rather, they simply capture the belief that members of a group possess an
underlying essence that is fixed and inductively potent.

The belief that members of a social group possess a fixed underlying essence is sometimes linked
with lay beliefs about genes and human behavior (Nelkin and Lindee, 1995). Because lay theories of
human biology are highly varied in their validity and sophistication, many lay people believe that genes
play a much simpler and more direct role in shaping human behavior than they actually do (Lanie et al.,
2004; Richards and Ponder, 1996). Researchers have gauged the prevalence and strength of such beliefs
with instruments like the “belief in genetic determinism’ scale, which asks people to register the extent to
which they agree with statements such as, ‘The fate of each person lies in his or her genes’ (Keller, 2005).
Through this scale and similar ones, researchers have found that people who believe genes exert a simple
and strong relationship on human behavior are also more likely to ascribe people’s behavior to their
membership in a particular social group, especially when they perceive that the group has a shared genetic
foundation (Dar-Nimrod and Heine, 2011). Building on these findings, psychologists have introduced the

idea of ‘genetic essentialism’, a type of essentialism characterized by ‘the tendency to infer a person’s
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characteristics and behaviors from his or her perceived genetic makeup’ (Dar-Nimrod and Heine, 2011; p.

801).

Genetic essentialist lay beliefs about entrepreneurs

Past research on essentialist beliefs has tended to focus on how people think about large social
categories, such as those defined with reference to race or ethnicity. However, people also hold beliefs
about the members of occupational categories (e.g., Spencer-Rodgers, Hamilton, and Sherman, 2007). For
example, research has shown that many people believe lawyers are generally ‘dishonest’ and “arrogant’
(Rhode, 1998), and a recent article in a major medical journal examined several common public
perceptions of physicians (Jain and Cassell, 2010). Entrepreneurs are another occupational category about
which people hold certain beliefs, and these beliefs sometimes represent a form of genetic essentialism.

Fisher and Koch (2008) provide a vivid illustration of these beliefs in their book, Born, not made.
They write:

The confident driven individuals who become entrepreneurs typically have different genetic

endowments than those who are not entrepreneurial ... Most are hardwired genetically to react

differently than other individuals to external stimuli that portray risk, danger, excitement and

change. (pp. 2-3)

This statement conveys key elements of genetic essentialism in that it defines entrepreneurs as a
group of people whose occupational choice is attributable to an underlying psychological essence that is
fixed and genetically-based. | discuss these elements in turn.

The belief in a fixed entrepreneurial essence entails a belief that entrepreneurs as a group possess
a set of underlying characteristics that are stable. This contrasts with the belief that a group’s
characteristics are dynamic, meaning they are malleable and can be changed over time (Wood and
Bandura, 1989). People often disagree about whether particular characteristics are static or dynamic, and
they may hold such beliefs with reference to a variety of characteristics (Dweck, 2000). Although lay
beliefs about entrepreneurs often feature beliefs about an entrepreneurial essence, the characteristics to
which that essence is attributable are not always clearly specified. Sometimes the characteristics are
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specified, as in the quotations above referencing confidence and risk-taking. But people can also believe
that a social category has an essence without believing that they fully understand the essence. In these
cases, essentialism functions as a kind of ‘placeholder’ in that an unspecified essence stands in for belief
in characteristics that are believed to exist but considered difficult to discern (Gelman, 2003). Whether the
characteristics are specified or not, belief in a fixed entrepreneurial essence reflects the belief that the
characteristics represented by the essence are ones that cannot be cultivated, learned or otherwise
acquired over time; rather, people possess those characteristics in certain quantities that remain stable
over time (Dweck and Leggett, 1988).

The belief that a person’s characteristics are rooted in his/her genes represents the second key
element of genetic essentialism. Broadly speaking, alternative sources of people’s characteristics include
people’s prior choices and their social environments as well as their genes (Jayaratne et al., 2009). People
often disagree about which sources are responsible for particular human characteristics. But when people
also believe that particular characteristics are stable, the set of plausible alternative sources is generally
confined to sources exerting a distant or long-term effect on the person, such as genes or parenting, as
opposed to sources based on recent personal choice (e.g., Phelan, 2002). Although much human behavior
has some genetic basis, the belief I refer to here is belief in a relatively simple, direct process of
translation, or a ‘strong genetic explanation’ of the kind reflected in the above quotations, which quickly
invoke ‘DNA’ as a primary or even singular determinant of entrepreneurs’ essential characteristics.

I summarize below the key elements of genetic essentialism as it applies to entrepreneurs.

Definition: People who hold genetic essentialist beliefs about entrepreneurs believe that
entrepreneurs possess an underlying essence defined by one or more personal characteristics.
They further believe that the extent to which any one person possesses the relevant

characteristic(s) is: (a) fixed; and (b) strongly determined by his/her genes.
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Born-not-made and general beliefs about entrepreneurial ability

A corollary to the belief that entrepreneurs are born is the belief that entrepreneurial ability is itself a fixed
attribute, as opposed to a malleable one. In social scientific theories, there is generally (but not always) a
clear distinction drawn between a person’s propensity to join an occupational category and the person’s
propensity to succeed in that category. However, people who subscribe to the born-not-made thesis are
likely to conflate the set of fixed characteristics that they associate with entrepreneurial entry with a
similar set of fixed characteristics that they believe to be associated with entrepreneurial performance.

Research on intergroup perception supports this expectation: For example, work by Levy and
colleagues (2001) showed that people who subscribe to a ‘fixed’ theory of human nature were more likely
to exaggerate the homogeneity of social groups and more likely to exaggerate the differences between
groups. Where occupational groups are concerned, this perspective is likely to have the effect of
downplaying the very existence of performance differences among members of the group and of
highlighting instead the shared attributes of occupational group members. To the extent that the shared
attributes of entrepreneurs imply behaviors that may affect performance, it becomes easier for people to
believe that those who are ‘more entrepreneurial’ are also more likely to succeed as entrepreneurs.
Consider, for example, the following remarks offered by the director of a regional business development
program in the United States:

Entrepreneurs have the vision to see what is possible. They have the creativity to develop new

approaches to old problems and to muster the right resources in the right combination to bring

their dreams to fruition. And, they have the self-assuredness to see the vision become reality,

often in spite of seemingly insurmountable obstacles. (Paulsell, 2008)

This person is surely professionally acquainted with the reality that some entrepreneurs
outperform others and that some fail outright. What is noteworthy about the quote, however, is the way it
downplays that reality as well as its implication that those who manage to overcome the obstacles of
entrepreneurship will be those who possess more of the essential characteristics of entrepreneurs. In light

of this tendency to equate entrepreneurs’ underlying essence with their performative capacity, people who
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subscribe to the born-not-made thesis are likely to conclude that entrepreneurial ability, like the essence
itself, is a fixed attribute. Such a belief would be reflected in agreement with statements such as, ‘Each

person has a certain amount of entrepreneurial ability, and he/she can’t really do much to change it.’

Proposition 1: People who hold genetic essentialist beliefs about entrepreneurs also believe that

a person’s entrepreneurial ability is a fixed attribute.

IMPLICATIONS OF BELIEF IN BORN-NOT-MADE
In the sections that follow, | explore ways in which the beliefs described above may affect the behavior of
two groups of people: (1) potential entrepreneurs, and (2) people tasked with evaluating others’

entrepreneurial abilities.

Implications for the judgments people make about their own entrepreneurial abilities

An important implication of belief in the born-not-made thesis is its potential to discourage
entrepreneurial activity among potential entrepreneurs. This is likely to occur to the extent that belief in
born-not-made engenders in potential entrepreneurs a low sense of entrepreneurial self-efficacy (ESE).

The Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) defines potential entrepreneurs to be people who
have identified an opportunity and believe they have the skills to exploit it (GEM, 2011). Even under this
relatively restrictive definition, GEM studies indicate that 30 to 55% of the adult population of many
countries qualify as potential entrepreneurs. However, scholars have recognized that the ‘supply’ of
potential entrepreneurs in a society is not immutable but, rather, is subject to larger societal influences
over time (e.g., Busenitz, Gomez, and Spencer, 2000). In a broader sense, therefore, the set of potential
entrepreneurs may be understood to encompass more people, regardless of whether they already believe
they have the skills to exploit a particular opportunity (Shook et al., 2003). Consistent with this view, |
define potential entrepreneurs as people who have discovered an opportunity and are considering
exploiting it. In McMullen and Shepherd’s (2006) framework, this includes people who have identified a

14



‘third-person’ opportunity but have not yet decided whether to pursue the opportunity themselves. This
definition is broader than the GEM definition in that it includes people who possess a range of beliefs
about their own entrepreneurial abilities — in other words people with varying levels of ESE.?

ESE is a construct that captures the degree to which people believe they have the ability to
perform the tasks associated with launching a new business (Chen, Greene, and Crick, 1998; Hmieleski
and Baron, 2008). Research has shown that people with higher levels of ESE are more likely to formulate
entrepreneurial intentions (e.g., Wilson, Kickul, and Marlino, 2007; Zhao, Seibert, and Hills, 2005) and,
ultimately, to act on them (e.g., Arenius and Minniti, 2005; Koellinger, Minniti, and Schade, 2007). More
broadly, Levie and Autio (2008) argued that societies in which people possess higher levels of ESE will
realize higher rates of new venture creation. Past research on the sources of ESE has focused on ways in
which ESE is shaped by prior experiences, especially entrepreneurship-related educational experiences
and prior entrepreneurial experiences (e.g., Ucbasaran et al., 2008; Wilson et al., 2007; Zhao et al., 2005).
But many potential entrepreneurs have not yet chosen to pursue either type of experience (Leibenstein,
1968). Moreover, beliefs are not entirely a function of experience; rather, they are likely to operate as part
of a larger set of related beliefs (Bandura, 1993; Molden and Dweck, 2006). Born-not-made is an example
of a general, topically-relevant belief that is likely to exert an important influence on ESE.

One reason born-not-made is relevant to ESE is that “controllability” plays an important role in
people’s efficacy judgments (Bandura, 1997). In general, people possess lower levels of self-efficacy
regarding tasks when they believe more strongly that the determinants of task performance are
uncontrollable (Gist & Mitchell, 1992; Wood & Bandura, 1989). Consider, for example, that in many
contemporary societies, it is relatively easy for people to encounter media accounts of highly successful
entrepreneurs. Although it is possible for people to attribute such instances of success entirely to luck,
people who believe in the born-not-made thesis will generally assign at least some portion of

entrepreneurial performance to ability, and to the extent they do they are likely to infer that there exists a

3 Strictly speaking, the population of potential entrepreneurs may include people who have previously started other
ventures. However, given that many potential entrepreneurs will also be novice entrepreneurs, | focus here on
sources of ESE other than prior entrepreneurial experience.
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wide range of entrepreneurial abilities. However, their belief in the fixed nature of these abilities will also
lead them to infer that ability-based determinants of entrepreneurial performance are uncontrollable, and
this is likely to result in lower levels of ESE.

In addition, potential entrepreneurs’ ESE assessments are likely to be shaped by social influences,
including verbal persuasion (Bandura, 1997). Key sources of verbal persuasion that may affect a person’s
efficacy beliefs include appraisals of ability expressed by experienced others (Crundall and Foddy, 1981),
which in the case of entrepreneurship may include experienced entrepreneurs or other businesspeople,
investors or teachers. Potential entrepreneurs often experience feedback, including verbal feedback, from
these and other sources about the opportunities they are considering (Gartner and Carter, 2003). Such
feedback may include feedback on the strengths and weaknesses of a given opportunity, but it may also
include explicit or implicit appraisals of a person’s ability, and in both cases much of the feedback is
negative (Brockner, Higgins & Low, 2004). This is important, because verbal persuasion is generally
more powerful as a source of discouragement than as a means of producing enduringly high efficacy
beliefs: Although people persuaded to adopt high efficacy beliefs will ultimately find those beliefs tested
against other sources of information, people persuaded to adopt low beliefs can find that those beliefs
‘create their own behavioral validation’ by ‘constricting choice of activities, undermining motivation and
discouraging explorations’ (Bandura, 1997: p. 104). Frese (2007) observed that negative feedback can
provide entrepreneurs with motivation as well as information from which to learn. However, whether a
potential entrepreneur processes negative feedback by drawing inferences that lead to persistence and
learning or, alternatively, by drawing inferences that lead to discouragement is likely to be influenced by
the more general beliefs he or she holds about the nature of entrepreneurial ability.

Potential entrepreneurs who believe entrepreneurs are born are likely to look to verbal feedback
for clues that help ‘reveal’ their own underlying entrepreneurial ability (Dweck, 2000). Accordingly, they
are more likely to read negative feedback as a signal that they ‘don’t have what it takes’ to be an
entrepreneur. This, in turn, is likely to amplify the negative effects of negative feedback on ESE. On the
other hand, potential entrepreneurs who do not subscribe to the born-not-made thesis are likely to

16



interpret verbal feedback more broadly — for example, as providing information about the opportunity
itself or about specific alternative ways it might be exploited. To the extent they do encounter explicit,
negative appraisals of their ability, they are more likely to conclude that the shortcomings can be
remedied through additional effort or experience. This expectation is consistent with recent research in
other settings, which has shown that belief in an incremental theory of ability (i.e., that abilities are
malleable) mitigates the discouraging effects of negative information, including stereotypically negative

portrayals of ability (Molden and Dweck, 2006; Pollack et al., 2012).

Proposition 2: Potential entrepreneurs who hold genetic essentialist beliefs about entrepreneurs

will possess lower levels of ESE.

Implications for the judgments people make about others’ entrepreneurial abilities

Another way genetic essentialist beliefs may affect entrepreneurial behavior is by influencing how people
make judgments about others’ abilities to perform as entrepreneurs. | consider below two common
contexts in which people make such judgments: 1) financing decisions and 2) the selection of
entrepreneurial team members.

Entrepreneurial financing decisions are situations in which a person in control of financial
resources (a ‘funder’, to apply a generic label) is tasked with deciding which person(s) and/or firms
represent the best investment opportunities among a set of available alternatives (DeClercq et al., 2007).
The person in that role may be a venture capitalist or an angel investor deciding whether to invest in a
startup or a competition judge charged with awarding prize money. Because past research has shown that
many funders consider the abilities of the entrepreneur(s) themselves to be of high importance (Huang &
Pearce, 2015; Zott & Huy, 2007), financing decisions are likely to be significantly influenced by the
beliefs funders hold about the nature of entrepreneurial ability.

When funders believe that entrepreneurs possess an underlying essence that is fixed and inborn,
they are likely to direct their attention to information that they believe will help them determine the extent
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to which individual funding candidates possess that underlying essence. At the extreme, this could prompt
funders to request detailed genetic information on specific individuals. But even if such behavior is
inhibited by legal or ethical barriers, funders can try to discern a candidate’s inborn essence on the basis
of more readily available data, such as personality traits or the success of the candidate’s prior
entrepreneurial experiences. Such data often factor into funding decisions as a matter of course (Riquelme
& Watson, 2002), but funders with genetic essentialist beliefs are likely to overweight those factors to the
extent they interpret them as signals of an underlying inborn capacity. Relatedly, owing to the corollary
belief that entrepreneurial ability is fixed, genetic essentialist beliefs are likely to prompt funders to assign
diminished or negative values to career experiences that could represent significant episodes of learning
and development, such as prior entrepreneurial failures.

Moreover, funders may look to even more simplistic cues as a basis for inferring whether an
individual is a “born entrepreneur”. For example, Brooks and colleagues (2014) found that investors were
more likely to fund ventures when those ventures were pitched by males, as opposed to females, even
when the content of the pitch was identical. That study did not determine why investors exhibited this
preference; however, as Pollack and colleagues (2012) have observed, “[h]istorically, descriptions of
entrepreneurs’ activities and the success of new organizations have been unequivocally masculine” (p.
288). Accordingly, it is not difficult to imagine that investors who believe entrepreneurs are born could
regard gender or other forms of visible difference to be suitable proxies for inferring whether individuals
possess an entrepreneurial essence. Past research on essentialism and social judgment in other contexts is
consistent with this expectation insofar as people with genetic essentialist beliefs have been shown to
form faster judgments about others (Bastian and Haslam, 2007), to invoke group stereotypes more
readily, and to subsequently pay less attention to data inconsistent with those stereotypes (Levy et al.,
2001; Yzerbyt and Rocher, 2002).

Similar dynamics are likely to unfold when a person is tasked with deciding which person(s)
represent the most compelling candidates for recruitment onto an entrepreneurial team. The person
making this decision is often an entrepreneur seeking business partners, although an investor, board
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member or other external advisor may also influence who is chosen (Klotz et al., 2014). In both cases, the
task calls for evaluation of a person’s abilities, including those abilities relevant to the launch and
management of a new venture. As with financing decisions, team member selection decisions may also be
shaped by cognitive bias (Parker, 2009). Genetic essentialist beliefs are likely to trigger biased selection
decisions, either by prompting selectors to consider candidates’ genetic profiles directly or to misjudge
the salience of other data, such as those described above, based on its perceived capacity to proxy for a
person’s inborn abilities. For example, data pertaining to candidates’ subject-specific knowledge and
skills or data pertaining to candidates’ relationships with other people within or beyond the
entrepreneurial team may be more likely to be underweighted or overlooked by selectors with genetic
essentialist beliefs insofar as those data do not clearly correspond to a person’s possession of an
entrepreneurial essence, even though those data may in fact be highly relevant to a person’s ability to
perform well as an entrepreneurial team member (Beckman and Burton, 2008; Owens, Mannix, and
Neale, 1998).

I have focused here on the initial selection decisions associated with financing and
entrepreneurial team formation, but it is also possible for genetic essentialist beliefs to affect the ongoing
evaluation of people in entrepreneurial roles. For example, people who join the board of a new venture
after the initial funding and team formation decisions can find themselves monitoring and evaluating the
performance of individuals they did not select. In such cases, as in many governance contexts, board
members are tasked with disentangling the various internal and external drivers of firm performance and
making appropriate attributions of responsibility (Mantere et al., 2013; Walsh and Seward, 1990).
Evaluators with genetic essentialist beliefs about entrepreneurs are likely to draw poorer inferences about
the causes of performance insofar as they will be prompted to overweight internal determinants
(positively or negatively) or to scrutinize performance data for evidence of whether specific individuals
possess an inborn entrepreneurial essence.

In summary, genetic essentialist beliefs are likely to adversely affect the quality of the decision
processes through which people select and evaluate others in connection with entrepreneurial roles. In
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particular, people who hold such beliefs are more likely to overweight their perceptions of individuals’
personality traits, to underweight the value of past experience and training as sources of entrepreneurial

ability, and to formulate interpretations of performance that are more skewed by attributional bias.

Proposition 3: When tasked with evaluating people’s entrepreneurial abilities, people who hold
genetic essentialist beliefs about entrepreneurs will render lower-quality evaluations relative to

those who do not hold such beliefs.

DISCUSSION

In this chapter | have called attention to a specific, widely-held belief which, despite its
familiarity, remains theoretically and empirically under-examined in the entrepreneurship literature: the
belief that entrepreneurs are born and not made. Drawing on recent social psychological research on lay
theory, I have introduced a construct that captures this belief and explained how the belief is likely to
cause people to systematically over- or under-estimate the entrepreneurial abilities that they and others
POSSESS.

Taken together, these arguments advance research at the intersection of entrepreneurship and
cognition by expanding scholarly conversations about entrepreneurial ability beyond matters of self-belief
(i.e., as reflected in the study of entrepreneurial self-efficacy, or ESE) to include consideration of how and
with what effects people think about ability in general. This helps link entrepreneurship research with the
large body of social psychology research that has underscored the significance of general ability-related
beliefs as determinants of human behavior (e.g., Molden and Dweck, 2006; Wood and Bandura, 1989) — a
body of work that entrepreneurship scholars have largely ignored to date. At the same time, it
complements the recent efforts of other entrepreneurship scholars to deepen our understanding of how
people’s beliefs shape their decisions about whether and how to exploit entrepreneurial opportunities
(e.g., Felin & Zenger, 2009; Ramoglou, 2011; Shepherd, McMullen, and Jennings, 2007). More broadly,
by showing how entrepreneurial beliefs relate to larger systems of belief that operate within societies, this
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article responds to recent calls for research that clarifies how entrepreneurial cognition is shaped by the
social systems and processes in which it is situated (Gregoire, Corbett, and McMullen, 2008; Mitchell et
al., 2000).

Second, the arguments presented here help expand research on entrepreneurship and cognition
beyond its traditional focus on existing entrepreneurs and towards the larger and less-understood
population of potential entrepreneurs. In doing so, these arguments respond to Sarasvathy’s (2004) call
for scholars to pay more attention to the subset of people in a society ‘who want to become entrepreneurs
but do not’, owing to one or more barriers that may exist (p. 707) as well as to Shepherd and colleagues’
(2007) call for research that helps clarify when and why individuals who identify a ‘third person
opportunity’ refrain from exploiting it themselves. In particular, by showing how genetic essentialist
beliefs may inhibit the exploitation of opportunities recognized by potential entrepreneurs, they help to
show how such beliefs may exert a “drag” on the societies in which they are widely held.

These contributions carry several implications for future research and practice. First, there is a
need for empirical research that tests these propositions and related ones, using data on the ability-related
beliefs and perceptions of people who are not (yet) actively engaged in entrepreneurship. Such efforts
could be linked to ongoing data collection efforts that gauge the general norms and beliefs people hold
about entrepreneurship in countries around the world (e.g., the GEM). Relatedly, future studies could
examine variations in the prevalence of the born-not-made thesis within and across societies (e.g., across
cultures or education levels). Such studies could help elaborate some of the specific beliefs and inferences
through which societal and institutional factors shape cross-national variations in entrepreneurial activity
(Busenitz et al., 2000; Levie and Autio, 2008). It is common for entrepreneurship scholars to refer in
broad terms to the existence and significance of these cognitive mechanisms, but there is a need for work
that elaborates more fully what the relevant beliefs are and how they shape entrepreneurial activity
(Busenitz et al., 2000; Gregoire et al., 2008). Finally, future research could shed light on linkages
between the psychology of entrepreneurship and socioeconomic research on human capital in
entrepreneurship (e.g., Aldrich and Yang, 2012; Lazear, 2004), for example by documenting differences
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in how people conceive of entrepreneurial ability and by assessing the validity of alternative conceptions
of ability.

Methodologically, too, there is a need for scholars to adapt and refine the empirical research tools
developed in psychological studies of essentialism and ability-related beliefs for application in
entrepreneurship. Although most past research on lay beliefs has focused on large social categories, such
as those defined with reference to gender and ethnicity, future scholars could build upon the survey
instruments and experimental methods developed in the study of those categories to test predictions about
what lay people believe about entrepreneurs and how those beliefs influence entrepreneurial behavior as
well as business behavior more generally. Studies by Heath (1999) and Priem and Rosenstein (2000)
provide examples of experimental studies that test lay beliefs related to management.

Finally, a practical implication of the ideas developed in this article is that they should prompt
people who work closely with potential and existing entrepreneurs to surface and engage directly with the
beliefs lay people hold about the sources of entrepreneurial ability. Clearly, individuals and societies
stand to gain in many ways from the impending growth in scientific knowledge about how genetics
shapes human behavior as well as from the increasingly widespread availability of genetic tests. But such
advances also increase the risk that people will formulate ability-related beliefs that are skewed by
misinterpretations of genetic information. Thus, there exists both a need and an opportunity for teachers,
consultants and journalists, among others, to improve the accuracy of lay beliefs in this area and, in doing
S0, to improve the quality of the decisions people make about whether and how to engage in

entrepreneurial activity.
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