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DIALOGUE

Entrepreneurship As a Field of Research:
Encouraging Dialogue and Debate

We read with great interest Shane and Ven-
kataraman's “The Promise of Entrepreneurship
As a Field of Research” (January 2000). Clearly,
the authors discuss an important and timely, but
controversial, topic. With the ever-growing in-
terest in the study of entrepreneurship, there is a
need for a framework that defines the domain of
the field, its building blocks, and variables of
interest. While Shane and Venkataraman do not
offer such an integrative framework per se, they
provide a well-articulated basis for differentiat-
ing the entrepreneurship fields from other social
sciences, especially strategic management. We
commend the authors for this important contri-
bution, which, we believe, moves the field of
entrepreneurship forward. The potential impact
of their contribution, however, motivates us to
write this, with the hope that we stimulate fur-
ther dialogue and debate. Toward this end, we
highlight five issues here.

First, Shane and Venkataraman observe that
entrepreneurship "has become a broad label un-
der which a hodgepodge of research is housed”
(2000: 217). We share the authors’ concern about
the lack of a unifying framework that distin-
guishes entrepreneurship from strategic man-
agement. However, we do not see the benefits of
this separation, which we believe would impov-
erish future research. Despite some claims to the
contrary (Meyer, 1991), the field of strategic man-
agement draws on many social science disci-
plines (Barney, 1990; Jemison, 1981) and contin-
ues to derive its strength from its eclectic nature.
This provides richer opportunities for empirical
research, as well as enhances the development
of both descriptive and normative theory.

Second, we believe that the authors present a
rather "weak strawman” by suggesting that un-
like strategic management, “a performance ad-
vantage over other firms is not a sufficient mea-
sure of entrepreneurial performance, because a
performance advantage may be insufficient to
compensate for the opportunity cost of other al-
ternatives, a liquidity premium for time and cap-
ital, and a premium for uncertainty bearing”
(2000: 217). Like entrepreneurship, strategic man-

agement is also concerned with “the exploita-
tion of profitable opportunities” (2000: 217). And
an underlying premise of the Austrian school in
strategic management (Jacobson, 1992; Schum-
peter, 1934) is the temporary nature of advan-
tages. Thus, the recognition of performance ad-
vantages may be necessary but not sufficient.
To analyze the external environment, strategic
management scholars have used such tradi-
tional techniques as SWOT analysis and five
forces analysis to identify environmental
threats and opportunities, as well as to assess
industry attractiveness, respectively. In addition
to the concepts of risk and uncertainty that are
inherent in analyzing strategy, the recent inte-
gration of the real options literature by strategy
scholars explicitly shows recognition of the op-
portunity costs and uncertainty wherein firms
can derive an economic value by investing in-
crementally and delaying a full investment
commitment until more information about the
decision is known (Dixit & Pindyck, 1994).
Clearly, concepts such as opportunity recogni-
tion, as well as premiums for time, capital, and
uncertainty, apply to entrepreneurship—if we
restrict the field to new venture creation (Vesper,
1985). We would be hard pressed to argue that
such concepts do not apply to larger existing
organizations, regardless of their level of inno-
vative, value-creating activities.

Third, Shane and Venkataraman highlight
three areas in their proposed definition of entre-
preneurship, focusing on (1) the identification of
entrepreneurial opportunities; (2) who, when,
and by whom they are discovered; and (3) how
these opportunities are exploited. We think a
fourth dimension should be added to this list:
the “outcomes” of exploiting entrepreneurial op-
portunities. Many entrepreneurial efforts suc-
ceed and lead, in turn, to the formation of new
ventures and wealth creation for both the entre-
preneurs and investors. More typically, of
course, ventures fail. However, as suggested by
McGrath (1999) in her innovative perspective on
“entrepreneurial failure,” many of the intangi-
ble resources associated with new ventures may
lend themselves readily to new resource combi-
nations (Kogut & Zander, 1992), thus lessening
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the risk of irreversible commitments. For exam-
ple, entrepreneurs (or intrapreneurs) who de-
velop knowledge and skills that can be readily
redeployed in other ventures can more safely
enter into new markets, products, or technolo-
gies. Similarly, consistent with the real options
literature, entrepreneurs (or firms) can use new
ventures as “platforms” for future investments
(Grenadier & Weiss, 1997). Entrepreneurs (or
firms) can invest in developing their human,
social, and intellectual capital without having a
tangible payoif in the near term. Thus, a defini-
tion of entrepreneurship as a field of scholarly
inquiry should recognize the outcomes of this
process, whether these outcomes are positive or
negative, immediate or long term, or tangible or
intangible.

Fourth, the authors offer three compelling rea-
sons for studying entrepreneurship (2000: 219).
Drawing on our arguments above, a fourth rea-
son for studying entrepreneurship is the devel-
opment of human capital and the enhancement
of intellectual capital. If entrepreneurship as a
discipline centers on developing and exploiting
opportunities, we need to know to what extent
this contributes to the development and growth
of individuals who take part in this process—
what this does in terms of their future abilities to
locate and pursue opportunities overlooked by
others. Entrepreneurship researchers have be-
gun to systematically examine the nature of op-
portunity recognition. They have also explored
the effect of human capital on the success and
failure of young companies. Still, greater atten-
tion is needed to document the impact of entre-
preneurial processes on the development of hu-
man and intellectual capital. It is not a
coincidence that countries and companies that
promote entrepreneurial activities are also
among the most proactive in developing and
nurturing their human capital (Fukuyama, 1995).
Of course, the relationship between entrepre-
neurship and human and intellectual capital is
dynamic, with each affecting the other over
time. Therefore, entrepreneurship scholars can
inform us about a major source of differences
between countries and companies—that is, their
ability to create and inculcate new knowledge
that fosters the development of future entrepre-
neurial opportunities in turn.

Fifth, in summarizing the differences between
their framework on existing writings in the field,
Shane and Venkataraman emphasize the “influ-

ence of individuals and opportunities, rather
than environmental antecedents and conse-
quences” (2000: 219). This puzzles us, given the
recognition of environmental forces as impor-
tant antecedents to entrepreneurial activities.
Entrepreneurs undertake resource recombina-
tion in response to changes in the external en-
vironment, creating new forms (Rumelt, 1987).
Established companies also support and foster
entrepreneurial activities in response to envi-
ronmental changes (Kanter, 1988). Recognizing
the environmental forces can improve future
theory building and testing of the effect of dii-
ferent entrepreneurial activities on value cre-
ation in new firms and established organiza-
tions (Stevenson & Jarillo, 1990). Understanding
such moderating effects can also help to contex-
tualize the results of future empirical studies,
improving prescriptive theory.

Fundamentally, separating strategic manage-
ment from entrepreneurship does not resolve the
identity crisis Shane and Venkataraman believe
plagues entrepreneurship research. Conversely,
opportunities abound for integrating and syn-
thesizing the best of strategic management and
entrepreneurship (Hitt & Ireland, 2000). Organi-
zational behavior, macro-organizational theory,
and human resource management have also
benefited from adopting and maintaining an
eclectic view of their domains and theory, and
economics has gained renewed vigor as well by
the introduction of theories and research ques-
tions from other disciplines. Integration, not sep-
aration, is the key to more fruitful research into
entrepreneurship. Thus, while we agree with the
call for delineating the domain of entrepreneur-
ship as a field, we are concerned about attempts
to separate it from other business disciplines,
such as strategic management.

That said, we join Shane and Venkataraman
in sharing the concerns expressed by scholars
from other social sciences about the value
added of entrepreneurship research. Current en-
trepreneurship research is indeed "a coat of
many colors,” but this stems only partly from a
lack of an organizing framework. There is
clearly a need for improving theory building,
enhancing rigor in invoking and applying es-
tablished theories, and directing greater atten-
tion to design and methods. The youth of the
field and the lack of an accepted framework
should not relieve researchers from conducting
rigorous, innovative, and theoretically grounded
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research. Editors and reviewers share a respon-
sibility with authors in ensuring that this does
not happen. The entry of scholars from other
disciplines into the field of entrepreneurship
can enrich the quality of future research. Erect-
ing barriers to entry can only stifle innovative
thinking and the development of the field of
entrepreneurship (Barney, 1990).
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A Comment on Developing the Field of
Entrepreneurship Through the Study of
Opportunity Recognition and Exploitation

As Shane and Venkataraman (2000) point out,
entrepreneurship research has been criticized in
the past as having breadth but little depth. In
much of the extant research, scholars have
drawn from theories and frameworks from other
tields, such as economics, psychology, market-
ing, and strategy; however, without clear bound-
aries and/or unique variables, entrepreneurship
cannot develop into a separate field. Shane and
Venkataraman (2000) go on to make a compel-
ling argument that entrepreneurial opportunity
recognition and exploitation are constructs that
tfall squarely within the unique domain of entre-
preneurship and should be the focus of research
in the field. While I agree with the thrust of the
paper, I continue to ponder a critical question:
What are entrepreneurial opportunities?

The authors use Casson's (1982) definition of
entrepreneurial opportunities as “those situa-
tions in which new goods, services, raw materi-
als, and organizing methods can be introduced
and sold at greater than their cost of production”
(2000: 220). By definition, this requires that entre-
preneurial opportunities generate profit. This
puts researchers in a precarious position when
examining the most lucrative entrepreneurial
opportunities in the marketplace today: internet
startups. Many of these businesses turn their
founders into millionaires while losing signifi-
cant amounts of money. For those firms that
never turn a profit, if we are to use the above
definition, we must assume that no opportunity
existed for the founding entrepreneurs.

Definitions of entrepreneurial opportunities
within the literature should be scrutinized. For
example, Timmons argues that an opportunity
"has the qualities of being attractive, durable,
and timely and is anchored in a product or ser-
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