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1. Introduction  

Prior entrepreneurial exposure (PEX) comprises individuals’ different experiences and history related to 

entrepreneurship (Zapkau, Schwens, Steinmetz, & Kabst, 2015). It generally involves entrepreneurial 

role models such as parents and other family attachment figures or direct entrepreneurial experience 

through founding or work experience in family or small and newly founded firms (Krueger, 1993). 

Although PEX is evermore regarded as one of the major antecedents of entrepreneurial intentions (EI), 

the literature reports ambiguous effects for all different types of PEX in both the intention development 

and gestation stage of the entrepreneurial process (Bosma, Hessels, Schutjens, Van Praag, & Verheul, 

2012; Liñán & Fayolle, 2015; Nowiński & Haddoud, 2019). Moreover, since intentions represent a 

cognitive state, prior studies surprisingly overlooked to analyse how they are affected by different 

combinations of other core cognitive constructs such as entrepreneurial alertness together with PEX 

(Zapkau, Schwens, & Kabst, 2017). As a result, there is still limited knowledge concerning which specific 

types of prior entrepreneurial exposure facilitate one’s alertness for recognizing entrepreneurial 

opportunities (Zapkau et al., 2017). In other words, how PEX influences EI through entrepreneurial 

alertness remains high on the research agenda as it continues to be highly underexplored.  

We therefore present a robust entrepreneurial intention-based model (see annex) grounded on social 

learning theory (SLT) to examine the influence of indirect and direct PEX on EI through entrepreneurial 

alertness which can enhance the formation of EI (Bueckmann-Diegoli & Gutiérrez, 2020; Tang, Kacmar, 

& Busenitz, 2012). Furthermore, this paper will introduce the moderating role of entrepreneurial passion 

in the relation between PEX and entrepreneurial alertness since entrepreneurial passion can foster the 

ability to become more alert through learning and subsequently to recognize and exploit opportunities 

(Ardichvili, Cardozo, & Ray, 2003; Cardon, Gregoire, Stevens, & Patel, 2013). By doing so, we are the 

first to bring these trending constructs together in a moderated mediation model. 

Currently, two different approaches, a personality-driven and behavioural explanation, dominate the 

perennial debate on why some are more inclined to develop entrepreneurial intentions and to start an 

entrepreneurial career (Cardella, Hernández-Sánchez, & Sánchez García, 2020). The latter, grounding 

on SLT, holds that through the influence of role models or direct entrepreneurial exposure individuals 

may learn certain critical entrepreneurial skills such as entrepreneurial alertness which is at the heart of 

entrepreneurship (Bandura, 1986; Chavoushi et al., 2020; Chlosta, Patzelt, Klein, & Dormann, 2012). 

Theoretically, we therefore apply a social learning perspective which allows us to explain how one can 

either vicariously learn through entrepreneurial role models such as parents and other family attachment 

figures or through direct learning mechanisms based on one’s own entrepreneurial experiences which 

may deepen knowledge about entrepreneurship (Bosma et al., 2012). The rationale for this is that is has 

been argued that role models and direct entrepreneurial exposure can provide meaningful insights and 

knowledge on markets or industries, thus enhancing entrepreneurial alertness which can foster EI (Türk, 

Zapkau, & Schwens, 2020).  

Yet, we lack profound understanding of why some are capable of identifying or spotting opportunities 

that most individuals cannot see and how PEX influences key outcomes such as entrepreneurial 

intentions (Neneh, 2019; Patel, 2019; Valliere, 2013; Van Gelderen et al., 2008). Indeed, systematic 

understanding concerning PEX and entrepreneurial alertness in the entrepreneurial process is presently 

missing (Sharma, 2019; Zapkau et al., 2017). To address the above issues, the current paper will 

furthermore unravel the moderating role of entrepreneurial passion as variations in entrepreneurial 

passion could assist to clarify why some are, whereas others are not, capable of recognizing 

entrepreneurial opportunities since passion may induce ardent alertness by enhancing the influence of 

PEX on alertness (Cardon et al., 2013).  

This paper makes several contributions to extant literature by offering further understanding of the 

relation between PEX and entrepreneurial intentions. First, we introduce trending core constructs such 

as entrepreneurial alertness and passion for the first time together in a robust intention-based model. 

By doing so, we are one of the first to empirically answer research calls to explore how PEX facilitates 

an individual’s alertness for recognizing entrepreneurial opportunities and we explain what exactly the 

impact of passion entails on the relationship between PEX and EI through alertness. Second, we 

account for different specific types of PEX and show how they can influence EI trough entrepreneurial 

alertness differently (Nowiński & Haddoud, 2019; Zapkau et al., 2017). Third, our sample of 1681 cases 
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from the Belgian population enables us to move away from student samples to further clarify 

heterogeneous findings in EI research. This furthers the generalizability of our findings as there is indeed 

a current need for a more differentiated understanding of the influence of PEX on EI (Zapkau et al., 

2015). In addition, our forthcoming results demonstrate how the distinct dimensions of alertness and 

passion influence the relationship between PEX and EI in our moderated mediation model. Taken 

together, our work induces practical implications for policy makers and scholars active in 

entrepreneurship (education) by offering robust insights in the perennial debate on why some are more 

inclined to develop entrepreneurial intentions to start a new business. Certainly in these times this is 

important for stimulating the venture creation process since it highly contributes to economic growth and 

societal dynamism.  

2. Theory and Hypotheses Development 
2.1.  Prior Entrepreneurial Exposure and Entrepreneurial Intentions  

Prior entrepreneurial exposure comprises individuals’ different experiences related to entrepreneurship 

and the subsequent knowledge accumulation about potentially pursuing an entrepreneurial career 

(Peterman & Kennedy, 2003; Zapkau et al., 2015). Generally, PEX involves types of observational 

experience through entrepreneurial role models such as entrepreneurial parents and family attachment 

figures or direct entrepreneurial experience through previous founding or work experience in family and 

small or newly founded firms (Krueger, 1993). It thus stems from two contrasting mechanisms of prior 

exposure: indirect and direct experience (Bandura, 1977; Latham & Saari, 1979). As these different 

means can alter individuals’ beliefs about entrepreneurship, past research shows that individuals with 

or without such exposure significantly differ from each other in the entrepreneurial process (Alsos & 

Kolvereid, 1998; Westhead, Ucbasaran, & Wright, 2005). Clearly, the decision to start a new business 

does not occur in a vacuum but is rather influenced by various experiences such as PEX which is a 

frequently studied facilitating factor in the venture creation process (Morales-Gualdrón & Roig, 2005). 

Thus, one’s start-up intentions can be shaped by the powerful environment of PEX (Carr & Sequeira, 

2007). Hence, individuals with different types of PEX may have a higher propensity towards an 

entrepreneurial career and consequently may develop entrepreneurial intentions.   

Although PEX is evermore regarded as one of the major antecedents of EI, systematic knowledge about 

its role in the entrepreneurial process is presently missing (Zapkau et al., 2017). We still have relatively 

limited knowledge concerning PEX in the intention development stage and the literature displays 

ambiguous findings as a whole for the influence of PEX on EI (Linan & Fayolle, 2015; Nowinski & 

Haddoud, 2019). The reason for these heterogeneous results are mainly twofold. First, since 

entrepreneurial intentions represent one’s commitment to create a venture, past research insufficiently 

accounts for the intentional character of starting a business (Krueger & Carsrud, 1993; Bird, 1998). In 

this regard, exogenous variables such as PEX are considered weak direct predictors of intentions 

(Chlosta, Patzelt, Klein, & Dormann, 2012; Sheppard, Hartwick, & Warshaw, 1988). Hence, intention-

based models examine the indirect influence of exogenous factors on EI through changes in mediating 

variables that are cognitive in nature as intention-based frameworks generally imply indirect 

relationships because they are built on the fact that starting a business is best predicted by the 

development of entrepreneurial intentions (Krueger & Carsrud, 1993; Krueger, Reilly, & Carsrud, 2000; 

Thompson, 2009). Indeed, intentions form a crucial step in the entrepreneurial process and are 

suggested to be the single best predictors for entrepreneurial behaviour such as starting a business 

(Lortie & Castogiovanni, 2015). Second, differentiated approaches other than parental prior 

entrepreneurial exposure are rather limited. That is, previous entrepreneurship literature largely neglects 

to account for the influence of different types of PEX such as direct prior exposure (Zapkau et al., 2015). 

This adds to disparate findings since both means of exposure may bring individuals different learning 

experiences about entrepreneurship (Chlosta et al., 2012). Over time, it has particularly become clear 

that direct prior experience can be an important driver of the development of entrepreneurial intentions.  

In opposition to this intention-based rationale, most studies on PEX in the intention development stage 

have used models with mainly direct predictors to estimate the direct effects of various forms of PEX on 

EI (Zapkau et al., 2017). Overall, these studies are predominantly rooted in the theoretical foundations 

of Social Learning Theory (SLT) (Bandura, 1977) which emphasizes the social context of learning. SLT 

posits that individuals may develop entrepreneurial intentions through learning mechanisms such as 



4 
 

vicarious or direct learning. It thus offers a theoretical lens for explaining how individuals vicariously 

learn about an entrepreneurial career through entrepreneurial role models by observing their behaviour 

or through direct learning by one’s own prior entrepreneurial experiences. Relying on SLT, a number of 

scholars have offered evidence of a positive influence of entrepreneurial role models such as parents 

or other attachment figures in the form of relatives or friends on one’s entrepreneurial behaviour (BarNir, 

Watson, & Hutchins, 2011; Bosma et al., 2012; Mungai & Velamuri, 2011). However, notwithstanding 

whether research assumes a direct or indirect influence of PEX on EI, the lion’s share of studies has 

focused on the influence of entrepreneurial parents on individuals’ decision to start a business since 

parents are assumed to be the most influential role models for one’s entrepreneurial career preferences 

(Liñán & Fayolle, 2015; Athayde, 2009; Crant, 1996; Urbano, Toledano, & Ribeiro-Soriano, 2011; 

Scherer et al., 1989; Dyer & Handler, 1994; Cooper & Dunkelberg, 1987). Stated differently, having an 

entrepreneur for a parent substantially increases one’s likelihood to become an entrepreneur himself 

(Colombier & Masclet, 2008; Hoffmann, Junge, & Malchow-Møller, 2015; Lindquist, Sol, & Van Praag, 

2015). 

While most scholars conclude that entrepreneurial parents can stimulate individuals’ development of 

entrepreneurial intentions, several works failed to demonstrate this positive impact and reported 

contrasting findings (Blau & Duncan, 1967; Cardella et al., 2020; Kim, Aldrich, & Keister, 2006; Kolvereid 

& Isaksen, 2006; Laspita, Breugst, Heblich, & Patzelt, 2012; Tkachev & Kolvereid, 1999; Zellweger, 

Sieger, & Halter, 2011). Scherer et al. (1989) demonstrated that presence of entrepreneurial parents is 

positively associated with individuals’ entrepreneurial career preferences. Chlosta et al. (2012) found 

that parental role models enhance individuals’ likelihood of becoming self-employed. Pablo-Lerchundi 

et al. (2015) employed a student sample and showed that parents who are self-employed foster their 

children’s entrepreneurial intentions. In their well-known study, Carr & Sequeira (2007) used a sample 

of nascent entrepreneurs and found that prior family business exposure has a significant direct as well 

as indirect effect on entrepreneurial intent. Contrary, Brenner et al. (1991) analyzed the impact of 

parental role models and could not establish a significant connection with increased entrepreneurial 

intentions. Similarly, Gird and Bagraim (2008) were not able to find a significant direct relationship 

between exposure to entrepreneurial parents and entrepreneurial intentions. Drawing on the theory of 

planned behavior, Zapkau et al. (2015) hardly found a significant relation between exposure to parental 

founders and entrepreneurial intentions. In their study, parental role models were only found to positively 

impact one’s subjective norm in regard to starting a business suggesting that individuals with parental 

role models feel social pressure to start a venture.  

Studies examining the influence of other entrepreneurial role models such as family or friends have 

generated ambiguous findings as well in the intention development stage. A number of studies show 

that the presence and exposure to other role models such as relatives or friends can influence one’s EIs 

(Karimi et al., 2014; Carr & Sequeira, 2007; Pruett et al. 2009; Davidsson & Honig, 2003; Mathews & 

Moser, 1995; Mueller, 2006; Lerner et al. 2013). Other works reject the view of a positive relationship 

between entrepreneurial relatives or friends and entrepreneurial intentions (Hamidi et al. 2008; Lu et al. 

2013). It is suggested that these role model effects are weakened since the classification of relatives 

and friends is rather diffuse as they may also contain distant interpersonal ties. Research indicates that 

entrepreneurial role models generally are located in close proximity of the respondent (Bosma et al. 

2012). Therefore, the influence of indirect PEX through having a role model is expected to be relatively 

stronger when an entrepreneurial role model is closely tied to an individual (Davidsson, 2004). Thus, 

opposed to friends, the effect of a role model will be stronger when concerning an entrepreneurial family 

member.  

Opposed to indirect or observational PEX through entrepreneurial family role models, only a handful of 

works have examined the influence of direct PEX through prior work experience in a family or small or 

newly created business during the stage of developing entrepreneurial intentions. It can be expected 

that prior work experience in a small or newly founded firm leads to developing higher levels of EI 

(Zapkau et al., 2015). Yet, Kautonen et al. (2010) and Mathews and Moser (1995) established that work 

experience in small firms does not influence subsequent entrepreneurial intentions or the likelihood of 

being interested in owning a business. On the other hand, Mueller (2006) found prior work experience 

in small firms below twenty employees to be important for the probability of becoming a nascent 

entrepreneur. Moreover, Mueller’s (2006) findings revealed that prior self-employment experience plays 
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an important role in developing entrepreneurial intentions. Indeed, there is a large consensus that prior 

start-up experience positively influences future entrepreneurial intentions and the new venture process 

(Bignotti & Le Roux, 2020; Rotefoss & Kolvereid, 2005; Zhan, Uy, & Hong, 2020). However, some issues 

remain unresolved. For instance, in their seminal work, Liñán and Chen (2009) show that prior founding 

experience only positively affects the subjective norm component in the relation between prior start-up 

experience and entrepreneurial intentions.  

In sum, based on the above reasoning, we discern between indirect and direct prior entrepreneurial 

exposure to account for its differentiated influence in the intention development stage. Therefore, we 

propose: 

H1a: Indirect prior entrepreneurial exposure through entrepreneurial role models such as  

           entrepreneurial parents or family members positively influences entrepreneurial intentions. 

H1b:   Direct prior entrepreneurial exposure through prior founding or work experience in family or small  

           or newly founded firms positively influences entrepreneurial intentions.  

 

2.2. The Mediating Role of Entrepreneurial Alertness  

Next, we argue that both indirect and direct forms of prior entrepreneurial exposure positively affect 

entrepreneurial intentions through entrepreneurial alertness. The concept of alertness stands central in 

entrepreneurship and has furthered our understanding of the economic development process and 

opportunity identification dynamics (Shane, 2003; Shane & Venkataraman, 2000; Yu, 2001). In 

entrepreneurship research, there are two main streams which claim that opportunities either are 

discovered and arise exogenously or are created and emerge endogenously (Short, Ketchen, Shook, & 

Ireland, 2010; Valliere, 2013). Yet, regardless of which perspective one supports, entrepreneurial 

alertness is considered to be the most essential cognitive factor in the recognition of entrepreneurial 

opportunities and, as such, it constitutes a crucial first step in the entrepreneurial process (Gaglio & 

Katz, 2001). 

It was Kirzner (1973) who initially developed research on entrepreneurial alertness and famously 

conceptualized it as “the ability to notice without search opportunities that have hitherto been 

overlooked”. He characterized alert individuals as possessing an “antenna” that allows recognizing gaps 

with a minimum of clues. According to Kirzner (1979), as a process, alertness enables some individuals 

to have a greater awareness of changing conditions, opportunities and neglected possibilities. Later, in 

Kirznerian tradition, Kaish and Gilad (1991) viewed individuals who are alert as holding a unique 

readiness to discover opportunities by systematically scanning the environment. A later generation of 

scholars have advanced alertness arguing that it entails a proactive attitude grounded in a variety of 

cognitive capabilities and processes such as information processing abilities, pattern identification and 

prior knowledge and experience (Ardichvili et al., 2003; Baron, 2004, 2006). Moreover, McMullen and 

Shepherd (2006) added that alertness only is entrepreneurial if it includes judgement and taking action.   

Whereas these early as well as later views of alertness are instinctively illustrative, explicit theoretical 

underpinnings are lacking (Valliere, 2013). And while in his earlier work Kirzner did not aim to unravel 

the determinants of alertness, years later he and others signal that the antecedents of the construct 

remain underexplored. Given the perennial interest in alertness and its core significance in 

entrepreneurship, it is surprising that alertness has not received as much scholarly attention as may be 

expected (Kirzner, 2009; Patel, 2019; Sharma, 2019). This may be due to the complex nature of the 

construct, the theoretical ambiguity and major measurement issues with earlier empirical work (Busenitz, 

1996). Building on these elements, in their seminal work, Tang et al. (2012) developed a robust empirical 

instrument for exploring entrepreneurial alertness including its antecedents and outcomes. Building from 

Kirzner, Tang et al. (2012)  operationalized alertness as consisting of three complementary dimensions: 

scanning and searching for new information, association and connection of previously disparate 

information and evaluation and judgment of whether this new information represents an opportunity 

worth pursuing. As entrepreneurial alertness enables individuals to acquire (scanning and searching), 

organize (association and connection) and assess or interpret (evaluation and judgement) disparate 

information to recognize opportunities, it rests on individuals’ cognitive capacities and information 
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processing skills (Baron, 2006; Hajizadeh & Zali, 2016). Hence, alert individuals are more sensitive and 

attentive to changes in their environment and have a greater likelihood of recognizing opportunities.  

Previous studies have suggested several factors that may play a role in one’s alertness for recognizing 

opportunities. Among these, particularly the influence of prior knowledge has received increased 

attention in recent years (George, Parida, Lahti, & Wincent, 2016). An individual’s prior knowledge is 

based on one’s distinctive information gathered from various mixes of personal and work experiences 

and may be accumulated through vicarious or direct learning (Baron, 2006; Shepherd & DeTienne, 

2005). Although prior knowledge has a highly heterogeneous research base with regard to theories and 

focus areas, many scholars assert that it can be a major advantage for the recognition of potentially 

profitable opportunities and recognize it as a key element of entrepreneurial alertness (Ardichvili et al., 

2003; Arentz, Sautet, & Storr, 2013; Fuentes, Arroyo, Bojica, & Pérez, 2010). In short, prior knowledge 

which can come from different types of PEX fuels alertness which leads to opportunity recognition 

(Marvel & Lumpkin, 2007; Minniti & Bygrave, 2001).  

Shane and Venkataraman (2000) for instance already stated that some individuals are capable off 

discovering opportunities because they have prior knowledge and possess the cognitive ability to 

evaluate it. In the same vein, Shane (2000) classified prior knowledge into three dimensions: prior 

knowledge of markets, the ways of how to serve markets, and needs or customer problems. These 

elements of prior knowledge enable individuals to recognize and discover opportunities that fulfill unmet 

market needs. In fact, one’s prior knowledge operates as a guide and leads to increased entrepreneurial 

alertness for information and opportunities in the environment (Hajizadeh & Zali, 2016). In other words, 

alertness represents one’s cognitive ability to process prior knowledge and experiences related to 

entrepreneurship (Adomako, Danso, Boso, & Narteh, 2018) 

Empirically, for instance, Tang et al. (2012) found evidence that prior knowledge is significantly related 

to entrepreneurial alertness and each of the construct’s dimensions. Several other scholars also 

identified forms of prior knowledge as a determining element of alertness (Ardichvili et al., 2003; 

Chavoushi et al., 2020; Hajizadeh & Zali, 2016; Jiao, Cui, Zhu, & Chen, 2014; Sharma, 2019; Valliere, 

2013). In terms of types of previous experience, the literature argues that prior startup and work 

experience can crucially contribute to enhancing entrepreneurial alertness as it may provide necessary 

knowledge that is learned by doing about identifying opportunities (Shane, 2003; Tang et al., 2012). 

Thus, in general, by employing gathered prior knowledge, individuals can be more alert for recognizing 

opportunities (George et al., 2016). In essence, prior knowledge is fundamental to provide individuals 

the insights to be more alert for identifying opportunities (Shane, 2000). Accordingly, prior knowledge 

influences one’s ability to scan and search, associate and connect, and evaluate new information in a 

completely unique way (Fiet, 2007; Roberts, 1991).  

This implies that each individual’s idiosyncratic set of prior knowledge generates a “cognitive corridor” 

that enables him or her, and not others, to be alert for recognizing certain opportunities (Tang et al., 

2012; Venkataraman, 1997). Particularly, we argue that prior knowledge which can be accumulated 

through PEX can be vital in increasing the likelihood of entrepreneurial alertness. Especially role models 

such as entrepreneurial parents or family members as well as direct prior entrepreneurial exposure can 

provide seminal insights and opportunity-related knowledge on markets or industries and can therefore 

enhance entrepreneurial alertness through vicarious or direct learning mechanisms (Ozgen & Baron, 

2007; Türk et al., 2020; Zozimo, Jack, & Hamilton, 2017). Hence, we posit that both indirect and direct 

PEX are positively related to entrepreneurial alertness.  

Consequently, the positive impact of both forms of PEX on entrepreneurial alertness has important 

consequences for developing entrepreneurial intentions. As a core construct in entrepreneurship, 

alertness implies taking entrepreneurial action which is preceded by the development of entrepreneurial 

intentions  (Fayolle, Liñán, & Moriano, 2014; McMullen & Shepherd, 2006). Clearly, entrepreneurship is 

a process that unfolds over time (Gartner, Shaver, Gatewood, & Katz, 1994). In this regard, 

entrepreneurial intentions constitute a primordial step  in the complex process of venture creation (Lee 

& Wong, 2004). Traditionally, the development of entrepreneurial intentions is known as a strong 

predictor of entrepreneurship and actual entrepreneurial behavior since it entails an individual’s more or 

less concrete plans to prepare and ultimately start a new business in the future (Liñán & Chen, 2009; 

Thompson, 2009). As such, numerous works have employed intention-based models to unravel the 
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entrepreneurial phenomenon of developing entrepreneurial intentions (Liñán & Fayolle, 2015). This 

means that the stronger one’s entrepreneurial intention to engage in entrepreneurial action, the more 

likely it is that entrepreneurial behavior such as starting a new business will occur (Ajzen, 1991; Lortie 

& Castogiovanni, 2015) 

Indeed, previous studies found entrepreneurial alertness to be closely related with entrepreneurial 

intentions. Although this relation needs further exploration, alertness has been deemed as essential for 

entrepreneurship and the new venture creation process (Bueckmann-Diegoli & Gutiérrez, 2020; 

Obschonka, Hakkarainen, Lonka, & Salmela-Aro, 2017; Van Gelderen et al., 2008). In addition, a 

growing number of studies have focus on the relationship between entrepreneurial alertness and 

intention in recent years. Several scholars e.g. (Hu, Wang, Zhang, & Bin, 2018; Neneh, 2019) have 

empirically analyzed the role of alertness together with intentions and established that it represents an 

essential cognitive predictor for studying entrepreneurial intentions. Thus, individuals that are alert for 

entrepreneurial opportunities will display a greater likelihood to engage in venture creation since it 

provides individuals the cognitive ability to pursue the identified opportunities. Hence, these individuals 

will likely develop high levels of entrepreneurial intentions.   

In sum, based on the above rationale, we propose:  

H2a:  The relationship between indirect prior entrepreneurial exposure and entrepreneurial intentions is  

          mediated by entrepreneurial alertness.  

H2b: The relationship between direct prior entrepreneurial exposure and entrepreneurial intentions is  

          mediated by entrepreneurial alertness.  

 

2.3.  The Moderating Role of Entrepreneurial Passion 

We have already argued that indirect as well as direct PEX are positively related to alertness. Next to 

alertness’ core position, passion stands at the heart of entrepreneurship and is suggested play a key 

factor in the entrepreneurial intention development stage (Cardon, Zietsma, Saparito, Matherne, & 

Davis, 2005; Neneh, 2020; Smilor, 1997). As a particular entrepreneurial affective state, passion has 

been attracting increasing scholarly attention (Cardon, Wincent, Singh, & Drnovsek, 2009). It has been 

defined as a conscious, accessible, and intense positive state that manifests when individuals undertake 

entrepreneurial activities central to their identity (Cardon et al., 2009). Contrary to personality traits, 

entrepreneurial passion is an internal affective state that is experienced when individuals think about or 

engage in activities related to entrepreneurship (Cardon et al., 2009).  

These activities encompass scanning the environment for new opportunities and developing new 

products, starting a business, and further developing and growing ventures after founding (Cardon et 

al., 2013; Murnieks, Mosakowski, & Cardon, 2014). In short, entrepreneurial passion comprises intense 

positive feelings related to such entrepreneurial activities that are salient and central to individuals’ self-

identity (Drnovsek, Cardon, & Patel, 2016). Compared to emotions, the combination of intense positive 

feelings and one’s identity centrality leads to persistent affective experiences that remain stable over 

time and that can even last for long times or even years. Entrepreneurial passion is thus more endurable 

than emotions (Costa, Santos, Wach, & Caetano, 2018). The construct is therefore conceptualized and 

empirically measured by Cardon et al. (2013) in accordance with these two dimensions (intense positive 

feelings and identity centrality) which are operationalized in three role identities or domains related to 

established or potential entrepreneurs: inventing, founding and developing.  

Within the SLT framework, it is proposed that passion represents an important personal factor that can 

stimulate overcoming certain impediments associated with the recognition and exploitation of 

opportunities which constitute a crucial step in the development of entrepreneurial intentions (Bandura, 

1986; Biraglia & Kadile, 2017; Murnieks, Klotz, & Shepherd, 2020). In that regard, according to Costa 

et al. (2018), entrepreneurial passion plays an essential role in the opportunity identification learning 

process, which among others demands pattern recognition based on prior knowledge. As such, 

entrepreneurial passion can foster the ability to become more alert through learning and subsequently 
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to recognize and exploit opportunities (Cardon et al., 2013). Indeed, passion is an internal state that has 

an influence on learning as the features of passion may positively enhance learning processes.  

It is argued that, contrary to cognitive skills such as entrepreneurial alertness, passion is an internal 

state in which one cannot be trained (Cardon et al., 2013; Newman, Obschonka, Moeller, & Chandan, 

2019). Yet, entrepreneurial passion as an individual’s affective disposition may enhance the influence 

of PEX on entrepreneurial alertness as passion can strongly foster cognitive processes and vicarious or 

direct learning abilities to become more alert through indirect and direct PEX (Baron, 2008). As an 

internal factor, we argue that passion can enhance or impede learning processes related to prior 

knowledge coming from different types of PEX and thus the ability to identify and spot opportunities 

which in turn enhances the development of entrepreneurial intentions (Costa et al., 2018; Huyghe, 

Knockaert, & Obschonka, 2016).  

Consequently, it is pertinent to study the moderating role of entrepreneurial passion in this context. 

Hence, we argue that when one experiences passion for inventing and founding, entrepreneurial 

passion exerts a positive moderating effect on the relationship between PEX and alertness since 

individuals then might learn more actively from indirect as well as direct entrepreneurial experiences in 

order to identify new opportunities (Cardon, Glauser, & Murnieks, 2017). Surely, variations in 

entrepreneurial passion could assist to clarify why some are, whereas others are nog, capable of 

spotting or recognizing opportunities as passion may induce ardent alertness by enhancing the influence 

of indirect and direct PEX on entrepreneurial alertness (Cardon et al., 2013).    

Therefore, we propose the following:  

H3a: Entrepreneurial passion moderates the indirect relationship between indirect prior entrepreneurial  

         exposure and entrepreneurial intentions through entrepreneurial alertness, such that the  

         relationship is stronger when entrepreneurial passion is higher.  

H3b: Entrepreneurial passion moderates the indirect relationship between direct prior entrepreneurial  

         exposure and entrepreneurial intentions through entrepreneurial alertness, such that the  

         relationship is stronger when entrepreneurial passion is higher. 

 

3. Methods   
    3.1. Sample  

Entrepreneurial intentions refer to one’s readiness to engage in actual entrepreneurial behavior. Since 

entrepreneurship is viewed as intentional behavior, prominent scholars have used intention-based 

models over the years to understand highly desirable outcomes such as venture creation. Following 

Krueger and Carsrud (1993), entrepreneurial intentions are best analyzed prospectively instead of 

retrospectively. Stated differently, they need to be examined before they occur (Krueger et al., 2000). 

One of the important methodological criticisms in the field however is the preference for post hoc 

research methods. Such prior studies often ground on samples of existing founders. As a result, they 

may suffer from selection bias due to examining only existent founders and therefore overlooking 

individuals who did not continue with their startup intentions (Zapkau et al., 2015). Additionally, hindsight 

bias or memory decay is a common concern about studying startup endeavors ex post as it challenges 

the internal validity of prior works (Krueger & Carsrud, 1993).    

Therefore, according to Krueger et al. (2000), studying entrepreneurial intentions demands samples that 

contain individuals who may or may not have the intention to start a business. For data collection 

purposes this holds vast challenges to incorporate non-entrepreneurial intending individuals correctly. 

For this reason, student samples are commonly employed in intentions research due to easy scholarly 

access, students’ lack of occupational biases and because they are at a stage where they face career 

decisions such as deciding between paid-employment or to become self-employed in the near future 

(Engle et al., 2010; Meoli, Fini, Sobrero, & Wiklund, 2020). Although student samples have had their 

merits for unraveling important dynamics, problems with the generalizability of results are common. 

Consequently, there are strong calls to move away from student as well as existing founder samples in 

entrepreneurial intentions research because of the well-known sample limitations (Kautonen, Van 

Gelderen, & Fink, 2015; Lortie & Castogiovanni, 2015).   
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Based on the above rationale, we collected unique large-scale data from the general Belgian population 

through one of Belgium’s biggest and most reputable media outlets. Especially concerning direct PEX, 

this approach enables sampling individuals who have a wider variety of prior entrepreneurial exposure 

(Autio, Keeley, Klofsten, Parker, & Michael, 2001). Initially, this large scale data collection process was 

planned at the beginning of 2020 during the outbreak of the unprecedented COVID-19 pandemic. Since 

entrepreneurship in general has been severely impacted by this global exogenous shock, we 

deliberately postponed collecting data until after the Belgian and European general lockdown when 

societal stability cautiously returned after implementing comprehensive economic policy responses to 

the COVID-19 pandemic (Kuckertz et al., 2020; Manolova, Brush, Edelman, & Elam, 2020). 

Consequently, data collection took place in the summer of 2020. Data were collected by inviting 

respondents to participate in an online survey powered by Qualtrics. Such digital tools have gained 

popularity in social sciences as they have made large-scale data collections more cost-efficient and 

manageable. While advocates claim that these web-based instruments can strengthen data quality 

because of augmenting the overall heterogeneity in the sample, opponents state that these tools may 

produce convenience samples and thus cause sampling biases (Hsu, Simmons, & Wieland, 2017). 

To avoid this, we used several carefully designed procedures to collect data. First, we launched our 

survey as a general entrepreneurship study to avoid framing it as a specific study into entrepreneurial 

intentions. Second, we stressed that the study was for all Belgian citizens. Participation was completely 

voluntary. Third, we were transparent about the actual average completion time of twenty minutes which 

we elaborately tested in a pilot study. Fourth, we emphasized that the study was relevant and doable 

for all Belgian citizens since the subject of entrepreneurship could scare off respondents and create self-

selection concerns. Fifth, next to a media campaign (newspaper, internet, television, radio) by one of 

Belgium’s well-respected media outlets, we did a single dedicated mailing to approximately one hundred 

and fifty thousand email addresses in accordance with GDPR legislation to specifically stimulate 

participation of population groups that are hard to reach.  

As a result, our final sample consists of 1681 Belgian cases after maintaining rigorous data selection 

criteria. Precise filters inspired by the GEM methodology allowed us to differentiate between the intention 

or gestation stage and to generate large control groups. However, due to incomplete cases, drop-outs 

or missing data, we had to eliminate 4585 cases from our study sample. Additionally, we removed 536 

entrepreneurs (startups, scale-ups, family businesses, etc.) for the purpose of our study. These stringent 

criteria resulted in a final well-balanced data set with rich variation. Sample characteristics confirm this 

and show this for our determining construct in our model. In our sample, 9% of respondents has a parent 

that currently owns a business and 22% of respondents’ parents has owned a business in the past. 

Whereas 40% has a family member other than a parent that currently owns a business, 21% of 

individuals in the sample has a family member that has previously owned a business. 21% has ever 

worked in a family member’s business and 37% of individuals in our sample has prior work experience 

in a small or newly founded firm. Finally, 19% of our sample has prior founding experience.  

 

3.2. Measures  

3.2.1. Entrepreneurial intentions  

We operationalize our measure for entrepreneurial intentions based on Liñán & Chen’s (2009) well-

established entrepreneurial intention questionnaire and measured it on a 7-point Likert scale ranging 

from 1 “strongly disagree to 7 “strongly agree”. We used all six items from their multi-item scale. Sample 

items include: “I am ready to do anything to be an entrepreneur”; “my professional goal is to become an 

entrepreneur”; “I will make every effort to start and run my own firm”, etc. Cronbach’s alpha (CA 0.97) 

demonstrates very high reliability.   
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3.2.2. Prior entrepreneurial exposure  

In line with our theorizing, we analyze two types of prior entrepreneurial exposure. To establish the 

influence of indirect and direct PEX, we follow the literature and utilize binary measures as is common 

to gauge PEX (Krueger, 1993). We employed Carr and Sequeira’s (2007) construct of prior family 

business exposure to assess indirect PEX and asked respondents to indicate whether their parents 

currently own or have ever owned a business and whether a family member other than a parent currently 

owns or has ever owned a business. To determine direct PEX in our measurement model, respondents 

were asked whether they have ever worked in a family member’s business, whether they have ever 

worked in a small or newly founded firm and whether they have ever started a business in the past. All 

items were coded “0” if no and “1” if yes  

3.2.3. Entrepreneurial alertness  

To capture entrepreneurial alertness, we used all thirteen items from Tang et al’s., (2012) 

multidimensional scale which is divided into three dimensions: scanning and searching, association and 

connection, and evaluation and judgment. This scale was developed to answer fundamental 

entrepreneurship questions such as whether greater alertness increases the likelihood that a new 

business will be created (Roundy, Harrison, Khavul, Pérez-Nordtvedt, & McGee, 2018). This multi-item 

instrument is not only highly suitable for probing entrepreneurial intentions, it also has been successfully 

used in general entrepreneurship and career research (Obschonka et al., 2017; Uy, Chan, Sam, Ho, & 

Chernyshenko, 2015). All items were anchored on a 7-Point Likert scale. Cronbach’s alpha (CA 0.94) 

shows very high reliability.  

3.2.4. Entrepreneurial passion  

Entrepreneurial passion was measured using Cardon et al.’s (2013) multidimensional scale items. All 

items were measured on a 7-point Likert. Sample items comprise: “It is exciting to figure out new ways 

to solve unmet market needs that can be commercialized”; “Searching for new ideas for 

products/services to offer is enjoyable to me”; “I am motivated to figure out how to make existing 

products/services better”; “scanning the environment for new opportunities really excites me”; “inventing 

new solutions to problems is an important part of who I am”; “establishing a new company excites me”; 

“owning my own company energizes me”, etc. Cronbach’s alpha indicates (CA 0.97) excellent reliability 

of our measure.  

3.2.5. Control variables  

We statically control for an array of alternative explanations that are known to influence the development 

of EI. In our empirical model, the first control variable we include is a gender dummy. Previous works 

have showed that men display a higher entrepreneurial propensity and develop higher levels of 

entrepreneurial intentions compared to women (Schlaegel & Koenig, 2014). Second, we control for age 

to account for the U-shaped effect of age on new business formation (Minniti, 2008). Empirical evidence 

suggests that age is a major determinant of entrepreneurship and that younger individuals are more 

likely to create a new venture than older individuals. Third, we control for industry effects by assessing 

in which industry one intends to start a new business. Fourth, we add to our model whether an individual 

intends to start a limited liability company or not. Lastly, we control for a multitude of individual-level 

attributes that are known to influence the entrepreneurial process and entrepreneurial intentions. These 

include one’s level of education, current professional status, years of professional experience, income 

level and ethnicity.  

 

4.  Results  

First preliminary results will be available for the conference  

 

***** 
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