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Questions we care about (Objectives) 

Objective of this study is to investigate how entrepreneurial leadership actions during educational 

activities can effect students’ entrepreneurial identity and reflections on future employability or self-

employment. Questions in focus: 

 How can educational activities with focus on entrepreneurial leadership actions enhance the 

perceived employability amongst students? 

 What entrepreneurial actions lead to significant learning events? 

 What underlying educational philosophy provide a supportive framework for teaching students to 

lead in the entrepreneurship education context? 

Approach 

Through a qualitative case study, the project explores the perceived outcomes of a variety of 

entrepreneurial leadership actions in an educational program in health at a university of applied 

science in Denmark. This is investigated through a case study with twenty participants investigated 

through focus groups, qualitative interviews and observation over two years. 

Results 

This is a work in progress. The results are still under analysis. The pre-interviews are being analyzed 

for the current paper indicating some preliminary findings and relevant suggestions to investigate 

further. However, the preliminary result indicate that especially three parameters are important when 

students learn to lead in the entrepreneurship education context. First parameter is the concept and 

understanding of leadership, second is the concept of entrepreneurial actions, and third parameter is 

the concept of entrepreneurial identity. 

Implications 

A better understanding of entrepreneurial leadership in entrepreneurship education can provide 

educators with a closer and thorough development of skills needed by professional practice.  

Value/Originality 

Through the current case study indications of some of the tensions around leadership development in 

the early phases (during and right after completing an education) are investigated. Since the study 

consists of two consecutive years, the data set provides a rich indication of suggested findings. 
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Theoretical framework 

Introduction 

Learning a new generic skill can be a challenging endeavor for students enrolled at educational 

programs in higher education. The complexities of the skill at stake, the extent of provided academic 

background and the pedagogical context influences the levels of acquired facets of the new skill 

(Illeris, 2004; Piihl and Philipsen, 2011). Cope 2003 distinguish between ‘higher-level’ and ‘lower-

level’ learning (Cope, 2003) in order to indicate the leverage that certain learning events and contexts 

can have upon desired learning outcomes.  

In certain educational contexts, it is easier to learn to sing or play the flute, eg. music conservatory; 

in other contexts, it is easier to learn skills of carpentry or drama. But what educational setting is the 

most appropriate to learn entrepreneurial leadership? And is entrepreneurial leadership to be 

perceived as a generic skill or a fixed skill? In addition: Where lies the challenges when the field of 

entrepreneurship is connected to another knowledge framework eg. in this case: Leadership? 

The contribution of this paper is to provide a deeper understanding of entrepreneurial learning in the 

context of entrepreneurship education. More specifically the paper aims to investigate what Cope and 

others called ‘critical learning events or incidents’ (Cope, 2003; Cope and Watts, 2000) in a setting 

where entrepreneurial leadership is the professional field in focus. Learning to lead in an 

entrepreneurial context has been documented in several cases in relation to small business research 

(Bagheri and Pihie, 2011; Gupta et al., 2004; Kempster and Cope, 2010). However, entrepreneurial 

leadership in the context of entrepreneurship education is sparsely examined within the literature. 

Kempster and Cope (2010) found a number of significant  structural and experiential factors to be 

relevant for shaping and restricting the unfolding of a leadership practice in small ventures. 

Nonetheless, the transferability of these factors towards entrepreneurship education is not clear in the 

literature. Another interesting proposal was that ‘leadership preparedness’ seemed to be relevant to 

discuss in order to distinguish levels of impact when researched in an educational setting where 

learning new skills are a major focus. 

Entrepreneurial learning 

Entrepreneurial learning theories has gained much attention within entrepreneurship education recent 

years (Minniti and Bygrave, 2001; Mueller and Anderson, 2014). Learning is often seen as a 

transformative process including identity formation, acquisition of new skills and disregard of old 

practices and habits (Illeris, 2014, 2004; Mezirow, 1997). Learning theory in entrepreneurship 

education has been well documented and specifically Jason Cope suggested a dynamic learning 

perspective in entrepreneurship education which has also been supported by others (Blenker et al., 

2011; Cope, 2005; Neergaard et al., 2012), and hereby extended current boundaries of thinking on 

how entrepreneurs learn.  

The dynamic perspective consists of three distinctive, interrelated elements of entrepreneurial 

learning, namely dynamic temporal phases, interrelated processes, and overarching characteristics 

(Cope, 2005; Pittaway and Thorpe, 2012). Another perspective from the fields of entrepreneurship 

educations comes from Pittaway that describes entrepreneurial learning as a form of inquiry-based 

learning (Pittaway and Cope, 2007; Pittaway, 2004). 
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Hannon added to the understanding of entrepreneurial learning by suggesting the approaches of 

learning about, for and through (Hannon, 2005) which has been widely accepted. However, this 

conception has also been critiqued by Hoppe et al. (2017) since some relevant perspectives might 

disappear when not including in (Hoppe et al., 2017) or other notions in the discussions of 

entrepreneurial learning (Ramsgaard, n.d.).  

Entrepreneurial leadership 

One question that needs to be asked, however, is how to learn the practice of entrepreneurial leading, 

which has not yet been specifically addressed in any reviews in the literature around entrepreneurial 

leadership (Kempster and Cope, 2010; Vecchio, 2003). Within this key question, it should be 

questioned whether entrepreneurial leadership is different from leadership in general, and whether 

the leadership field can benefit from a conjunction with entrepreneurship (Cope et al., 2011; 

Kempster, 2006). When examining how entrepreneurs learn the skills of leadership and subsequently 

in what relation they actively identify themselves as leaders, Cope and Kempster (2011) found the 

processes to be much more informal in the entrepreneurial context, something which other results 

also resemble (Perren and Grant, 2000). 

But how can entrepreneurship education benefit from findings in the small business context? Most 

organizations value leadership as a crucial factor for growth and innovation (Baum and Bird, 2010; 

Mitchell, 2005). In new entrepreneurial businesses, there is a growing awareness that specifically the 

concept of entrepreneurial leadership is becoming an increasingly important factor for creating long 

lasting sustainable businesses (Bagheri and Pihie, 2011; Jones and Crompton, 2009; Leitch et al., 

2013). Correspondingly also established business have developed a focus and culture on the 

entrepreneurial aspect of leadership (Ireland et al., 2001; Kuratko, 2007), and thus incorporating 

practices and actions that previously has been particular in new ventures.  

A closer review and examination of the definitions of entrepreneurial leadership from the 

entrepreneurship and leadership fields seems important in order to develop a syntheses on the factors 

supporting this development and contribution when discussing how to learn entrepreneurial 

leadership (Cogliser and Brigham, 2004). Entrepreneurial leadership in some current parts of the 

literature is understood as a social process (Cope et al., 2011; Korsgaard and Anderson, 2011; Perren 

and Grant, 2000) and not considered to be within the past trait theories of leadership (Gupta et al., 

2004). Cope and Kempster also suggests a focus on the concept of ‘leadership preparedness’ and 

Cope has in earlier papers explored the concept of ‘entrepreneurial preparedness’ (Cope, 2003; Wang 

et al., 2014) which implies a connection between entrepreneurship and leadership also in the nascent 

phases of venture creation with an implicit learning and training element. This therefore might 

transfer to the context of entrepreneurship education since students per se are in the nascent phases 

(Edelman et al., 2008; Middleton, 2013). 

The intersection between leadership and entrepreneurship highlights where leadership theory concur 

with entrepreneurship theory. Cogliser & Brigham (2004) identified in a review several areas where 

these two fields naturally converge. Their four identified constructs are 1) vision, 2) influence, 3) 

leading in the context of innovation/creativity, and 4) planning, beside the questions: What is a 

leader/entrepreneur? What does the leader/entrepreneur do? And in what context do they operate? 

(Cogliser and Brigham, 2004, p. 775). The conceptual overlap between leadership and 

entrepreneurship within these four constructs can be used to analyze the intersection and 

entrepreneurial leadership actions.  
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Entrepreneurial actions  

Regarding action-based teaching and learning within entrepreneurship education, Austin and Hjorth 

suggested the typology of explanation-based vs experience-based in order to differentiate pedagogical 

activities going on in a learning setting (Austin and Hjorth, 2012), but a direct definition of  

‘entrepreneurial actions’ has not been set in this equation. Action-based educational activities wary 

much in purpose and subsequent impact (Rasmussen and Sørheim, 2006; Rowley, 2003), and there 

are indications that an interplay of learning forms might be a relevant focus (Ramsgaard and 

Christensen, 2018). Here experiential learning theory provide a relevant framework for understanding 

the pedagogical settings that entrepreneurial actions can develop under (Cooper et al., 2004; Krueger, 

2007; Sherman et al., 2008). 

The academic focus on entrepreneurial actions has over the last 10 years gained much attention; 

especially the development of an entrepreneurial mindset with both the learner and the educator has 

found valid grounds supporting action-based teaching and learning (Neergaard et al., 2016). Action-

based education also highlights the proactive nature of the approach (Foss et al., 2013; Nabi et al., 

2017) something Watson also touched upon earlier (Watson, 2009a). A relevant focus could be 

whether entrepreneurial actions throughout entrepreneurship education provides a basis for 

entrepreneurial leadership development subsequent educational activities (Bagheri and Pihie, 2010; 

Okudan and Rzasa, 2006). Research has up until now had its main focus on entrepreneurial leadership 

after graduation (Kuratko, 2007) but it seems relevant to apply a learning perspective and investigate 

the topic inside an educational context as well (Okudan and Rzasa, 2006; Roomi and Harrison, 2011). 

By changing the focus in context from after graduation to under education (Welter, 2011), the 

significant entrepreneurial actions may be clearer defined providing new insight also for 

entrepreneurial leadership literature (Leitch et al., 2013).  

Looking closer at a definition of ‘entrepreneurial actions’, the notion of “critical learning events” has 

become an emergent theme (Cope, 2005; Deakins and Freel, 1998). Elaborating on this Rae and 

Carswell (2000) described the existence of wider “learning episodes,” where entrepreneurs have 

described seminal periods of learning (Rae and Carswell, 2000). Triggering events can also be a 

relevant perspective in this (Cope, 2003), something also Nohl has investigated looking at 

spontaneous actions (Nohl, 2009). 

Methodological approach 

The current paper describes first part of the study “Learning to lead in the entrepreneurial context” 

supported by the Danish Foundation for Entrepreneurship. The paper addresses and discuss the pre-

interviews with participants in group 1, and later papers will include post-interviews and data from 

group 2. 

Twenty-two students at a university of applied science in Denmark are part of the development project 

about entrepreneurial leadership. All students are enrolled at a 3½ year Bachelor’s Degree in Nutrition 

and Health with specialization at ‘Leadership, Food and Service’. The students were throughout a 

whole academic year exposed to various pedagogical activities with an entrepreneurial profile and 

also asked to pursue entrepreneurial actions themselves. The project hypothesis is that exposure to a 

significant number of entrepreneurship related activities during higher education may impact the 

entrepreneurial identity of students and provide an understanding of entrepreneurial leadership. 
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Students were all interviewed in three focus groups pre-project and will be interviewed post-project. 

Results accounted for below report the pre-project data. For the focus groups a semi-structured 

interview guide were compiled (Brinkmann and Kvale, 2014) and focus groups lasted 35-45 minutes 

in total. Coding of all interviews were conducted in order to Systematic Text Condensation methods 

(Malterud, 2012; Saldaña, 2015). Data will consist of focus group data, observation notes, journal 

notes from students and survey data. 

The development project will be carried out in two following years (Group 1: 2017-2018 & Group 2: 

2018-2019) to validate data with two consecutive groups of students.  

Results 

This is a work in progress. The results are still under analysis. The pre-interviews are being analyzed 

for the current paper indicating some preliminary findings below and relevant suggestions to 

investigate further.  

Results and discussion 

Concept of leadership 

Several students report statements that indicate a well-established understanding of leadership that 

includes administration, delegation of tasks, introduction of new employees, task responsibility, 

coordination skills and project management. Debates about leadership are long and certainly when it 

comes to what tasks are relevant for leaders (Cogliser and Brigham, 2004; Thorpe et al., 2015). 

However, it seems to be important both to examine the initial understanding of leadership besides the 

experiences and practice of leadership in order to discuss how well someone learn to lead in an 

entrepreneurial way. One stance could be that leadership courses often provide a narrow 

understanding of the field of leadership when designing syllabus and curriculum, since in practice 

and certainly in business contexts the skills needed are extensively broadened and multi-facetted. 

Learning to lead in one context do not directly fit into the skills needed to lead in another context. 

The participants in the current project are all involved in the food industry and correspondingly tasks 

and ‘entrepreneurial actions’ fit into this industry more than it would fit in for instance the hair cutting 

or fashion industry.  

Systematic support and progress concerning these learning journeys may be difficult to design, but 

literature suggest some fields to be more fruitful and well documented eg. internships (Piihl and 

Rasmussen, 2014; Ramsgaard and Oestergaard, Forthcoming) 

Concept of entrepreneurial actions 

The concept of entrepreneurial actions is a difficult topic to address within research on 

entrepreneurship education. However, action as term can be misunderstood if academics fail to define 

entrepreneurial actions thoroughly, and to differentiate the term from other related terms. What is eg. 

the difference between doing something and actually carrying out an entrepreneurial action? And in 

the current case: Entrepreneurial leadership actions. 

Trying to distinguish entrepreneurial leadership actions (as single form) might be difficult. Even if 

the current study establish some ground for discussing the characteristics of entrepreneurial 
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leadership actions in entrepreneurship education, other projects must add to this focus. Theories of 

significant learning events (Cope, 2003; Cope and Watts, 2000) provide evidence that singe unit 

events or incidents narrowed in time and scope provide significant learning possibilities. If these 

incidents consists of certain characteristics, they might be perceived as entrepreneurial actions per se.  

How entrepreneurial actions are to be perceived rely in some degree on the individual learner. For 

some students in the data it is within realistic progression to undertake minor leadership roles or roles 

as project manager, whereas other students face difficulties contacting professionals outside of their 

network. Are educators able to differentiate both in scope, support and reflectional support then 

students very well may pursue challenging entrepreneurial actions both in relation to educational 

activities and outside. 

Concept of entrepreneurial identity 

Several students in the study report that they are more willingly to engage in entrepreneurial 

leadership actions, if they see a direct link to employability and career options after graduations. Few 

has a desire to start their own company in near future but several students find it relevant to explore 

the possibilities within this line of employment in order to become more confident what direction to 

choose.  

The entrepreneurial identity of students has been widely investigated in the literature (Donnellon et 

al., 2014; Hytti and Heinonen, 2013; Nielsen and Lassen, 2012) and the current study touch upon this 

field as well. A majority of the students reflect on the educational context as a safe setting to explore, 

test and experiment with preferred ways of working and learning approaches. Some students report 

that they prefer to read textbooks and go to classes but most of the students in the study argue that 

they see many advantages in acting and trying their preferred ways of working in practice eg. by 

entrepreneurial leadership actions. The actions themselves provide valuable experience and because 

they happen connected to an educational context, where the opportunities for feedback, support and 

individual or team reflection is high. By shaping (and experimenting) with various entrepreneurial 

identities the students gain valuable learning on themselves and future career options. The post-

interviews will explore more in detail whether these learnings can be viewed as significant learning 

events or how the students reflect upon this after carrying out actions. 

Conclusion 

The current study is still very much a work in progress. 

However, the preliminary result indicate that especially three parameters are important when students 

learn to lead in the entrepreneurship education context. First parameter is the concept and 

understanding of leadership, second is the concept of entrepreneurial actions, and third parameter is 

the concept of entrepreneurial identity. 

The further analysis of data will reveal and discuss these conclusions more in detail. 
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