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Teaming up in entrepreneurship education: does the team 

formation mode matter? 

 

Abstract 

Purpose – This paper investigates the importance of team formation in entrepreneurship 

education and we ask: How do different team formation strategies influence teamwork in 

higher education experiential-learning based entrepreneurship courses? 

Design/methodology/approach – Employing a multiple case study design, we examine 38 

student teams from three different entrepreneurship courses with different team formation 

paths to uncover potential links between team formation and learning outcomes. 

Findings – We find that team formation mode matters. Randomly assigned teams, while 

diverse, struggle with handling uncertainty and feedback from potential stakeholders. In 

contrast, self-selected student teams are less diverse but more robust in handling this pressure. 

Results suggest that in randomly assigned teams, the entrepreneurial project becomes the 

team’s sole reference point for well-being. Seeking to protect the project, the team’s ability to 

deal with uncertainty and external feedback is limited, stifling development. In self-select 

student teams, team well-being becomes a discrete reference point. This enables these teams 

to respond effectively to external project feedback while nurturing team well-being 

independently. 

Originality – Education theories’ implications about the benefit of team diversity may not 

apply to experiential-learning based entrepreneurship education’s typical level of ambiguity 

and uncertainty. Therefore, educators may have to reconsider the unique dynamics of team 

formation strategies to ensure strong teamwork and teamwork outcomes. 

 

Keywords Team formation, Teamwork, Entrepreneurship education, Higher education, 

Reference points.  
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Introduction 

Although there is an abundance of literature dealing with various aspects of entrepreneurial 

teams, research on the composition of venture-founding teams is still quite scarce and marked 

by considerable fragmentation (Lazar et al., 2020; Ruef et al., 2003). Indeed, the 

entrepreneurship literature has been characterized by a strong focus on the lone, heroic 

entrepreneur (Cooney, 2005), despite the fact that research has repeatedly shown that growth-

oriented and international ventures in particular are often founded and led by teams (Aldrich 

and Kim, 2007; Khan et al., 2015; Knipfer et al., 2018; Schjoedt et al., 2013) and roughly six 

out of seven technology and life-science ventures are team-based (Wasserman, 2012). 

Research has also shown that the way in which entrepreneurial team members cooperate plays 

an important part in determining new ventures’ success and direction (Agarwal et al., 2016; 

Chowdhury and Endres, 2005; Dufays and Huybrechts, 2016; Thiess et al., 2016), and the 

ability to coordinate, approach problem-solving, estimate outcomes, attract and allocate 

resources seems to be central to team performance (De Mol et al., 2015). 

According to Aldrich and Kim’s (2007) seminal paper, two principles form the basis 

for understanding the formation of entrepreneurial teams: they are composed either (i) on an 

objective basis of complementary skills and competencies, or (ii) on the subjective basis of 

interpersonal fit among team members. Although the two are not necessarily mutually 

exclusive, the authors show that, “homophily, familiarity, and propinquity dominate the 

dynamics of team formation” (Aldrich and Kim, 2007, p. 158). We know from the literature 

that members of an entrepreneurial founding team often know one another from a prior setting, 

such as university, workplace, or membership in a network and that entrepreneurial founding 

teams are often formed on the basis of kinship, marriage, and work relations (D’hont et al., 

2016; Neergaard, 2005; Parker, 2009; Yang and Aldrich, 2014). Ruef and colleagues (2003) 

also found strong support for homophily, and Ben-Hafaiedh-Dridi (2010, p. 3) concludes that, 
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“such similarity is a crucial determinant of attraction”. In support of this statement, Aldrich 

and Yang (2014) found that two-thirds of team members have known each other for 10 years 

or more by the time of team formation. This type of team formation builds on personal 

proximity, a pre-existing shared identity, understanding, and trust, which tend to enhance 

ambidexterity—a necessary capability in uncertain environments (Beckman, 2006). 

Essentially, if everyone in the team shares the same values, it is easier to encompass 

disagreements and rely on diverse resources and interpersonal attraction as primary motivators 

(Forbes et al., 2006; Shah et al., 2019). Finally, De Mol et al. (2015) found that team processes, 

rather than strategic considerations, seem to have an important influence on the selection, 

addition, and exit of team members in real-world entrepreneurial ventures. 

In entrepreneurship education, we use teams to mimic entrepreneurial practice and help 

students comprehend what it is like to be an entrepreneur (Giacomin et al., 2016; Gibb, 2011). 

When students work on challenging tasks in teams, as is often the case in entrepreneurship 

courses leveraging experiential learning, effective teamwork becomes central to student 

learning because the project goal cannot be achieved simply by summing individual efforts 

(Berge, 1998). It is thus surprising that team formation practices are often deprioritized and 

actual team formation is often left to the students or pre-arranged at random (Berge, 1998). 

Although the use of teams in entrepreneurship education seems to generate positive outcomes 

for students (Hytti et al., 2010), there is a vacuum concerning the importance of team formation 

in the entrepreneurship education literature (Karlsson and Nowell, 2020; Man and Farquharson, 

2015) while other disciplines seems to find this topic important (Chen and Kuo, 2019). 

In this paper, we contribute to the current discussion by asking: How do different team 

formation strategies influence teamwork in higher education experiential-learning based 

entrepreneurship courses? To investigate this research question, we conducted a multiple case 

study involving 38 student teams across three different entrepreneurship courses that employ 
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three different team formation strategies. We find that teams which self-select retain team well-

being and project development as two distinct and important reference points. This reference 

point duality enables a higher level of team reflexivity and better performing teams (Knipfer 

et al., 2018; Schippers et al., 2015; West, 2000). This in turn yields a richer set of experiences 

as a source for reflections and learning. While teams that are randomly assigned accept this 

team formation mode, they appear to conflate the two reference points and therefore often fail 

to handle feedback from others effectively. With these findings, our study contributes to the 

entrepreneurship education and team formation literature by revealing the role and importance 

of reference point duality in experiential-learning based entrepreneurship courses. 

In this paper we first discuss the uniqueness of experiential-learning based 

entrepreneurship education, the issues of team formation in such courses, and the principal 

differences between real entrepreneurial teams and student teams in the literature section. Next, 

the paper presents the cases used in our investigation and discusses the methodology employed. 

Following this, we outline and discuss our findings. Finally, the paper concludes by considering 

the study’s contributions to theory and practice, and the most important limitations of the study.  

 

Theoretical foundation 

While the popular press’ portrays of entrepreneurship remain very focused on the “lone hero” 

(e.g., Swail et al., 2013), contemporary entrepreneurship scholars are increasingly arguing that 

entrepreneurship may be best understood as a social process and that entrepreneurial learning 

is a social phenomenon (Cope, 2005; Dew et al., 2018; Drakopoulou Dodd and Anderson, 

2007; Hamilton, 2011; Rae, 2002; Sarasvathy, 2001). In order to mimic this, students are often 

best taught in an experiential manner (Ollila and Williams Middleton, 2013; Rae, 2000). In 

experiential-learning based entrepreneurship courses, “knowledge is created through the 

transformation of experience from an authentic entrepreneurial process” (Thrane et al., 2016,  
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p. 907) and the aim is “to provide a true ‘feel’ for the life world, values and ways of behaving 

of entrepreneurs” (Gibb, 2011, p. 146). Thus, educators are more concerned about the 

experiences the students have in such courses than in many other educational settings where 

the focus is typically on what students learn with respect to what individuals know and can do 

(Banta and Palomba, 2015; Warhuus et al., 2018). Accordingly, students require close student-

instructor interaction (Warhuus et al., 2018) and learn best in a collaborative process with 

significant and critical learning events (DeFillippi, 2001). Team formation is thus particularly 

central to ensuring student learning in the experiential-learning based entrepreneurship 

classroom.  

 

Team formation and learning in entrepreneurship courses 

Educational research has shown that, as learning is a social activity, there is enormous potential 

in cooperative learning (teamwork) to moderate and mediate learning (Gillies et al., 2008; 

Gillies, 2016). Cooperative learning literature, developed over the last four decades in 

education, demonstrates that collaborative competences and cognitive growth are supported 

and nurtured in student group dynamics (Chen and Kuo, 2019; Deibel, 2005). For the purposes 

of this paper, we wish to distinguish between cooperative learning groups, found generally in 

educational settings for the purpose of peer learning and facilitation, and teamwork, that 

requires students to take on specific roles and develop projects to come up with solutions that 

no team member could have accomplished alone, typically found in entrepreneurship courses. 

The typical educational setting is often teacher-centered, and students have learned that 

working in groups is about learning with peers as experts, mimicking teacher-centered learning 

(Huber and Huber, 2008). With a different purpose and process from typical educational 

settings, the entrepreneurship classroom requires that the educator reflects on the kind of course 

outcomes that are embedded in the course design. Thus, they need to consider how teams are 
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formed. While there is overlap between working in groups to stimulate and motivate learning, 

the dynamics of working in teams has some particularities that are not present in general 

educational settings (Webb, 2008). Pittaway and Cope (2007) suggest that it is essential for 

students to work in self-selected teams because it enables them to learn in a communal context. 

While reviews of the team formation research continue to produce mixed results (Rusticus and 

Justus, 2019) and even suggest that for some content and contexts team-formation modes do 

not matter (Pociask et al., 2017), the literature remains to note that there are a number of 

possible pitfalls related to students self-selecting teams (Aldrich, 2016; Kutlubay and Uslay, 

2019; Oakley et al., 2004). First, students of a similar kind, e.g., gender, ethnicity, knowledge 

base and/or ability (top or bottom) are attracted to working together (Post et al., 2020; 

Rutherfoord, 2001). In case of knowledge base and ability, this prevents weaker students from 

learning how stronger students solve problems and stronger students from benefitting from the 

educational values of peer teaching. Second, teams will likely be formed around pre-existing 

friendships and trust, which decreases exposure to different ideas. Further, minorities may be 

excluded or delegated more passive roles, negatively affecting their learning (Oakley et al., 

2004; Post et al., 2020). Finally, students learn less about how to work with unfamiliar people, 

something they will be required to do in the workplace. On the positive side, self-selection can 

allow for more harmonious teams and it might even increase motivation for some students; 

although mainly for the top performers (Grundy, 1997), who reportedly will, “pick up the 

slack” from social loafers and ensure the quality of the team work (Rajaguru et al., 2020, p. 

483). 

These disadvantages may be minimized if the lecturer assigns students to teams 

(Richter et al., 2021). Methods can range from completely random to various forms of criteria-

based assignment. Random assignment may result in students learning to work with unfamiliar 

individuals, but it discounts important variables such as gender and cultural differences, which 
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may require consideration in team formation (Post et al., 2020; Speck, 2003). This is because 

diverse teams go through a process of developing a shared understanding and resolving 

disagreements (Aldrich, 2016; Ensley and Pearce, 2001). Therefore, one option in lecturer-

assigned teams is to ensure that teams comprise members reflecting the diversity of the overall 

class as closely as possible. Additionally, students’ problem-solving or learning style can be 

taken into consideration, if known. Using similar grade point average (GPA) scores is another 

option. Although this method appears to have less of an effect on business students than non-

business students (Grzimek et al., 2014), it may still enhance the performance of those with 

high scores and decrease the performance of those with low scores (McConnell, 2006). 

However, if a lecturer uses differences in GPA scores to form teams, this can enhance team 

diversity and opportunities to learn from each other. While the general education literature 

questions or deemphasizes possible advantages associated with self-selection over various 

assigned team compositions, it is largely an open question whether these apply in 

entrepreneurship education settings. In order to understand if these ideas from general 

education literature are applicable to the entrepreneurship classroom, the following section will 

first shed light on the differences between student and entrepreneurial teams and afterwards 

consider the implications for team formation in higher education entrepreneurship courses. 

Entrepreneurial teams and student teams 

There are similarities and differences in the purpose and social context between entrepreneurial 

teams formed for educational purposes and other teams—entrepreneurial teams are formed 

with the aim of starting a business and student teams are primarily formed with the objective 

of achieving team-based learning. To further understand the social contexts, Lazar and 

colleagues (2020) remind us that nascent entrepreneurship teams are different from other work 

teams in that they are by definition formed organically or endogenously, as there is no pre-

existing organization to initiate and drive the process. Popular understanding has it that people 
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come together and form venture teams to pursue an identified opportunity but, in fact, that is 

not what typically happens. When we open the black box of micro-foundational actions 

(Clough et al., 2019) through which teams come into existence, recent research suggests that 

the formation process of an entrepreneurship team is initiated by a “ringleader” (Shah et al., 

2019), “first founder(s)” (Lazar et al., 2020), or “critical catalyst” (Agarwal et al., 2016) who 

then recruits co-founders and seeks potential co-founders’ buy-in (Sarasvathy and Dew, 2005). 

Given these roles and phases of the formation process and the type and longevity of the pre-

formation relationships that potential co-founders have with the ringleader, we see how both 

parties have a rich and deep set of cues to inform their decisions. In this process, ringleaders 

of high performing teams seem able to combine Kim and Aldrich’s (2007) two instrumental 

and psychological strategies and form teams with heterogeneous, complementary functional 

skills and experience, and homogeneous human assets, especially workplace values (Agarwal 

et al., 2016; Lazar et al., 2020; Shah et al., 2019; Thiess et al., 2016). 

The entrepreneurship classroom is a notably different setting than the nascent 

entrepreneurial context. First, all classroom team formation processes are far less endogenous 

than real-life formation processes, being organized by an instructor and confined in time and 

space. Also, team tenure (short and specified for education, long and unspecified for 

entrepreneurs) and length of social ties (typically short for education and very long for 

entrepreneurs) are different. Further, the pool of candidates is markedly altered—from the 

ringleader’s extended social network to individuals within the classroom. Finally, these 

differences affect the team formation processes differently. The most exogenous team 

formation mode, randomly assigned, simply bypasses the process. Criteria-based modes 

leverage knowledge about the students in a quest to design better performing teams. However, 

most significantly, the ringleader and co-founders do not get to self-identify and drive the 

formation process. 
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The student-selected team formation process not only leverages what we know about 

team formation in entrepreneurship but can also be regarded as an attempt to mimic the process 

as closely as possible. However, aside from these general differences, we need to bear in mind 

that the process is guided by students with student mindsets, not an entrepreneurial mindset, 

and an agenda of learning and academic performance, not new venture creation (Frederiksen 

and Berglund, 2020; Warhuus et al., 2020). 

The final major difference between the classroom and nascent organization formation 

concerns the rich and deep set of “reference points” – the type and longevity of pre-formation 

relationships that ringleaders and co-founders have (Kahneman, 2013, p. 276; Tversky and 

Kahneman, 1981) – and how their group development journey plays out (Tuckman, 1965; 

Tuckman and Jensen, 2010). However, all student team formation processes and real-life 

nascent entrepreneurial team formation processes have one thing in common. All teams are 

provided two new frames of reference to learn from and care about: the team’s well-being and 

the project’s well-being. By team well-being we are referring to the social processes among 

the team members and by project well-being we are referring to the process of developing the 

entrepreneurial project. One might argue that these reference points are new to teacher-

assigned student teams, while student-formed and real-world venture teams have already 

started exploring and co-creating them in their different formation processes.  

The implications of these differences experienced by teacher-assigned and student-

formed teams on teamwork are unexplored. Thus, working at the intersection of literature on 

entrepreneurial team formation and entrepreneurship education, the remainder of this paper 

aims to examine our research question: How do different team formation strategies influence 

teamwork in higher education experiential-learning based entrepreneurship courses? 
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Methodology 

Given the scarcity of theory and evidence regarding the topic of our research question, we 

adopt a multiple-case theory-building approach (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007; Rashid et al., 

2019; Yazan, 2015) involving 38 student teams. The 38 teams comprise 179 students 

participating in three different higher education experiential-based entrepreneurship courses 

offered by the same university in the same year. 

Sampling 

We applied an intensity sampling strategy, which seeks examples that are remarkable in some 

way. The choice of an intensity case often requires considerable knowledge up front in order 

to determine whether the case manifests the phenomenon intensely (Neergaard, 2007). This 

approach resulted in the selection of two courses, which have very similar designs and student-

defined projects, but different team formation procedures. The similarity in course design 

allows us to compare cases for cross-case pattern analysis and replication based on theoretical 

replication (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007; Eisenhardt, 1989; Harrison et al., 2017). The same 

logic was used to select and add a third contrasting case to the sample. The contrasting course 

had a different design, different assignment structure, and a different team formation procedure. 

The contrasting case served, “to more easily observe contrasting patterns in the data” 

(Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007, p. 27). The contrasting case also helped us suggest situations 

and settings different from the two primary cases in which our findings and recommendations 

may be relevant (Flyvbjerg, 2006). 

The two intense-case courses were offered as a semester-long session at the bachelor’s 

level, and a two-week intensive summer school course at the master’s level. The courses 

combined theoretical background knowledge (e.g., effectuation, opportunities and business 

models) with hands-on tools (e.g., from design thinking) to stimulate active participation by 

the students in such processes (see Günzel-Jensen and Robinson, 2017; Thrane et al., 2016)—
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very much what Bhatia and Levina (2020, p. 334) also refer to as, “Entrepreneurship as 

effectual logic in life.” The contrasting-case course was a quarter-long at master’s-level course 

with weekly individual and team assignments. The same team of educators was involved with 

all three courses, which were characterized by three distinctive types of team formation: 

random lecturer pre-assigned, educator-facilitated student selection and lecturer-directed 

diversity respectively (for an overview of the courses please see Table I). 

---------------------------------------------------- 
Please insert Table I about here 

---------------------------------------------------- 

In this particular educational context, students typically start their master’s studies 

immediately after completing their bachelor and few students leave university after completing 

their bachelor’s degree. Therefore, there are little age difference (one to two years) and no 

significant work experience difference between the bachelor’s students and the master’s 

students. 

Cases 

Course A was an elective undergraduate course. This course took place in the fifth semester of 

a three-year bachelor’s program. A team of four instructors was responsible for the 

development and teaching of this course, where the teaching was always delivered by two of 

the educators. The 142 students were required to work in teams over a period of 13 weeks from 

idea exploration to a business model proposal. Teams were required to hand in assignments 

each week. At the end of the course, teams were required to report on the project, and reflect 

on process. The report was not graded but was a prerequisite for an individual oral exam. In 

the oral examination, students were individually required to reflect on their learning. They were 

asked to relate their learning in practice to the theoretical knowledge presented throughout the 

course. Students were graded on their performance in the oral examination by one of the 

instructors and an external examiner. 
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Course B was an inter-disciplinary elective for master’s students across the university. 

The course was a summer school offering which took place over a two-week period. The 12 

students met all day Monday to Friday during two consecutive weeks. Aside from mandatory 

readings prior to the course, all the work required for the course was completed in class time. 

The course progressed from individual work through team formation in the first week, to team-

based activities in the second week. Teams were formed by the students selecting and 

composing teams toward the end of the first week. A whole day was devoted to this process. 

A team of five educators was responsible for the development and teaching of this course. One 

of the five educators was also the professor running Course C. The students were required to 

complete individual learning logs and as well as assignments and upload these daily. In the 

first week, the assignments were individual and in the second week, the teams completed the 

assignments. The instructors checked that the assignments and learning logs were complete but 

did not grade them. At the end of the course, each team presented their process and a prototype 

for the solution that they had developed. The course was graded pass/fail. 

Contrasting case, Course C, was part of the first semester in a master’s program in 

innovation management. One teacher was responsible for course development and teaching. 

Students were a mix of domestic and international students. Students formed teams during the 

first class meeting. The lecturer specified criteria, requesting students to ensure diversity 

regarding gender and nationality in their selection of team members. For this course, students 

were given weekly assignments, where some were individual, and some were team assignments. 

Students were required to complete a weekly learning log framed around questions posed by 

the teacher. The students were graded individually on another final report describing the 

development of an opportunity throughout the course. This course focuses on the pre-launch 

phases of entrepreneurship and on stimulating an entrepreneurial mindset. 
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Data sources 

A large, rich dataset is the foundation for this research, comprising interviews with students, 

written student learning logs and other accounts, and observations by a mix of instructors, 

authors of this paper, and third-party observers. In this section, we will present the core parts 

of the dataset. 

For Course A, in addition to researcher observations, the core of the dataset is post-

course interviews with five of the participating students. These interviews investigate how the 

students coped with their randomly selected teammates, how teams reached consensus on a 

common task, and how the teams developed over the 13 weeks. For Course B, in addition to 

researcher observations, the core of the dataset consists of post-course interviews conducted 

by one co-author, who was not involved in planning or conducting the course, with all the 

participating students. A central part of each post-course student interview is a comparison 

with pre-course interview expectations, including how the teamwork went and how the team 

formation process at the end of the first week played out. This part of the dataset provides 

insights about the considerations that went into students forming their teams, how the teams 

functioned, and the student’s own view of their team-working roles and preferences. For 

Course C, the core of the dataset is weekly learning log assignments with reflections on how 

the student and their team worked through their weekly project assignment. Using this dataset 

provides insights about how the teams functioned through the different weekly project 

assignments and how the team developed over time. In addition, formative and summative 

assessments, and final exams are available from all three courses. In total, the core, combined 

dataset consists of approximately 105,500 words of composed, transcribed, and summarized 

text. An overview of the dataset is set out in Table II. 
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---------------------------------------------------- 
Please insert Table II about here 

---------------------------------------------------- 

Analysis 

A rigorous coding and analysis process was undertaken following Eisenhardt (1989) and Miles 

& Huberman's (1994) investigation techniques and using the NVivo program. Because of the 

large size and broad content of the dataset, our analysis began with a content-analysis based 

data reduction read-though and coding (Namey et al., 2007). This step reduced the word count 

under investigation from 105,500 to approximately 31,000 words of text. Next, two authors 

read the reduced dataset and developed an analysis for each of the 38 student teams individually 

in order to understand how team formation had influenced teamwork and teamwork outcomes 

in the three course respectively.  

After completing within-case analysis, we turned to cross-case analysis (Eisenhardt and 

Graebner, 2007). We developed tentative constructs from individual cases (e.g., team resilience 

and reference points) and compared them across cases. Cycling between emergent theory and 

data, we clarified constructs and related measures and strengthened logical arguments 

(Saldaña, 2009). As our theoretical insights crystallized, we compared them with prior research 

(e.g., Knipfer et al., 2018; Schippers et al., 2015; West, 2000). Once we had strong 

correspondence among the data, constructs, and theory, we finalized our explanatory model for 

how team formation influences teamwork and teamwork outcomes. In addition to presenting 

our model in the findings section, we decided to present our process and work in “Gioia-style” 

tables (Gioia et al., 2013), in an attempt to be as transparent as possible about our data, process, 

and conceptualizations.  
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Findings 

The presented data show that students generally welcome teamwork in entrepreneurship 

courses and see its relevance regardless of how teams are assigned or formed. However, the 

way teams come into being influences teamwork processes and teamwork outcomes. 

Specifically, we find that the team formation process influences how successful students are in 

creating two independent focal reference points: team well-being and project well-being. While 

students who self-select teams (based on a combination of personal chemistry, team skill 

diversity, and project goal congruence) create these two independent focal reference points, 

other teams fail to do so. For the teamwork processes, these two independent focal reference 

points sets the common ground for developing team resilience and developing innovative 

solutions as the student teams can both seek out and incorporate feedback from a wide variety 

of stakeholders. With the ability to embrace feedback and challenge fundamental assumptions 

about their project and the entrepreneurial process they were experiencing, students engage 

actively and productively in an experiential, iterative processes. This leads to well-developed 

projects as well as high quality learning reflections. Figure 1 displays a model of how team 

formation influences teamwork and teamwork outcomes in higher-education experiential 

learning based entrepreneurship courses; and Tables III, IV and V provide additional quotes 

that illustrate our theoretical constructs. We report our findings along the three main elements 

of Figure 1. 

---------------------------------------------------- 
Please insert Figure 1 about here 

---------------------------------------------------- 
Team formation process 

When students self-select their teams, as in Course B, our data suggest that they apply three 

guiding aspects in the team formation process: personal chemistry, team skill diversity, and 

project goal congruence. Considerations around personal and social preferences and 

perspectives played an important role, as indicated in statements such as, “There were a few 
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people that I knew I wouldn’t be able to work so efficiently with.” Some students deliberately 

sought diversity, as indicated in statements as, “it would be a pity to miss a chance to meet new 

people.” Students appeared to intuitively recognize that diversity in background provides teams 

with access to a diverse set of knowledge and competencies, which can be important in an 

entrepreneurial endeavor. Here we should recall that the students self-selected into a cross-

disciplinary course and may have come with an intuitive appreciation for how different 

professional perspectives may enhance team ambidexterity and reflexivity in entrepreneurial 

processes. Furthermore, students demonstrated some instrumental considerations, e.g., 

statements such as, “There were other interesting groups but … they didn’t need me.” Overall, 

students strove for professional diversity (education/profession/skillset) but avoided 

“interpersonal” diversity (Aldrich and Kim, 2007, p. 149). 

Meanwhile, considerations about the entrepreneurial project played a less important 

role in the formation process. Students sensed the fluidity of their very early-stage team project 

and thus a common theme or shared concern (e.g., climate change) was sufficient for them to 

focus on other aspects in their decision making, as indicated in statements such as, “to hear the 

others’ ideas and what they cared about, which made it much easier to let something go.” In 

addition to these commonly occurring criteria, we observed that students were not forming or 

pretending to form “real” entrepreneurial teams but “student-entrepreneurship-course” teams, 

based on their student mindsets as discussed earlier. They added “student criteria” like fun and 

learning opportunities. It was clear that these additional concerns and considerations were 

more about the students’ life and context than the entrepreneurial project. As students used 

these criteria in the team formation process, they did not require much time to form teams (here, 

one afternoon)—when they had enough time to get to know each other before the formation 

process (here, four days). 
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---------------------------------------------------- 
Please insert Table III about here 

---------------------------------------------------- 

For teams randomly assigned by the educator (as in course A), students accepted this 

approach without objection. However, they also took little responsibility for the well-being of 

the team—they focused on the project, worked as a group more than a team, and did not spend 

time exchanging emotions, building trust, or discussing or evaluating whether the team was 

working effectively. Instead, they either considered it “lucky” if they were in a team with fellow 

students they worked well with or blamed bad luck (or instructors) if they were not. With this 

external locus of control, they did not appear to sense agency as a means to making the team 

better functioning. In the language of Tuckman (Tuckman and Jensen, 2010) it appears that 

when students do not participate in the forming phase, the storming and norming phases are 

skipped and they tend to accept the level of team performance as external given. 

Furthermore, we observed that when students do not feel comfortable with their fellow 

team members, they tend to stay clear of personal dialogues and are less willing to share 

personal aspects such as their opinions or interests. Therefore, personal considerations became 

less important and the project took precedence. While we did observe randomly-assigned well-

functioning teams that by happenstance had good interpersonal chemistry, students in these 

courses did not take responsibility for developing it through the typical exchanges of feelings 

and viewpoints and acceptance thereof, or through discussions about the well-being and -

functioning of the team. The more instructor-led the team assignment, the more students 

experienced personal chemistry as something outside their control, and the project became the 

principal frame of reference for the well-being of both team and project. This is noteworthy 

because the educators were facilitating a process designed to counter the lack of interpersonal 

chemistry in the formation process by encouraging the students to focus on the personal aspects 

of team well-being and downplay the entrepreneurial project in the first four weeks of the 
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course; yet despite this effort, the students focused on the task as their sole reference point and 

source of cohesion. 

Teamwork process 

In teamwork processes in higher education experiential-learning based entrepreneurship 

courses, teams appear to function best when students feel connected with each other, which is 

more often the case for self-selected teams. Our data indicate that teams based on random 

assignment can also work well but the spectrum of quality in the teamwork process is much 

broader; in turn more teams are facing team problems and struggling to overcome project 

challenges. Randomly assigned teams displayed varying levels of team resilience as many 

teams had taken little responsibility for the well-being of the team in the formation stage. Many 

randomly assigned teams experienced a lack of team resilience due to a lack of commitment as 

indicated in statements such as, “It was hard for me to get the right start and then everybody 

had to leave, and I wanted to work … but of course that’s part of being in a group. Different 

energy levels and different commitments.” Students reported that they felt they, “didn’t do our 

tasks with the heart” and some reported that they, “didn’t care” about project progressions 

which had detrimental effects on their project. 

---------------------------------------------------- 
Please insert Table IV about here 

---------------------------------------------------- 

Furthermore, teams experienced pressure for different reasons, including exams, time 

constraints, and living up to teachers’ and peers’ expectations. Some level of pressure is 

probably unavoidable, and even beneficial because it mimics an important aspect of real-world 

entrepreneurial conditions. We found that student-selected teams functioned better under 

pressure than randomly assigned teams because they, “felt it (the task) was important to us,” 

they, “would have liked to work instead of having a weekend” and because they developed 
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from, “timid individuals (…) to excited and talkative (team members)”. This helped them to 

work through the pressure and mature their projects in a short time. 

In both Course A and B, the teams aimed to unfold their innovative ideas by engaging 

with stakeholders and seeking out feedback to advance their projects. In randomly assigned 

teams, challenges arose when students received feedback on their entrepreneurial projects 

during the process and needed to modify or pivot their project. As the project was the team’s 

sole reference point and source of cohesion, most teams resisted the need for change and 

ignored feedback—a sign of weak team resilience. Here we observed that in some cases 

instructor mediation failed and teams simply shot down, stopped performing and divided work 

that needed to be done among the team members. For these randomly assigned teams, the team 

well-being frame of reference was either ignored or conflated with the project as the frame of 

reference. 

In contrast, the self-selected Course B teams maintained two frames of reference and 

were capable of nurturing team well-being as a social task not separate from their project but 

as an independent task from their project, as indicated in statements such as, “starting as an 

individual and [then] being a group, was very important. And to feel that this group was also 

like an individual in the end. It was a very good experience…” This separation allowed them 

to exhibit better ability to adjust and pivot their projects even though they were under much 

greater time pressure in this course than in Courses A and B. In other words, a reflexive project 

pivot in response to external feedback did not pose a threat to the team’s well-being and thus 

it was much easier to embark upon for the self-selected teams. It appears that because of the 

personal involvement in self-selecting, these teams took responsibility for their actions and, in 

turn, exhibited a greater propensity to learn from and respond constructively and effectively to 

feedback and thus engage more productively with their projects. Overall, self-selected teams 



 20

have an easier time to successfully complete quality team storming and norming iterations 

during the formation process. 

Teamwork outcomes 

The resistance to feedback and pivoting among randomly assigned teams meant the project 

outcomes in terms of project accomplishments, for example, clarifying an opportunity and 

maturing an innovative solution, were less developed than self-selected teams’ projects. The 

higher level of team reflexivity among self-selected teams allowed them to let external voices 

inform the opportunity and corresponding solution, which is needed for entrepreneurial 

projects to unfold and be co-created in collaboration with customers and other stakeholders 

(Sarasvathy and Dew, 2005). For randomly assigned teams, this leads to a more constrained 

and distant relationship to project stakeholders, which robbed some teams of the learning that 

the experience of co-creation and co-development of an entrepreneurial project in close 

interaction with stakeholders can provide. For example, some students reported that their 

project, “became an imagined product not a real one.” In self-selected teams, students were 

more prone to iterate and more open to engaging stakeholders and, as such, often got further 

both project- and learning-wise, as the following quote underlines: “There was a good dynamic 

between us even though we were different. I think we developed a better project because of 

that.” 

---------------------------------------------------- 
Please insert Table V about here 

---------------------------------------------------- 

Students in both types of courses displayed a range of teamwork reflections. Although 

students perceived that diversity could stirs up conflicts and pose other obstacles, it was a 

unique opportunity to learn a great deal about themselves and to value people that were 

different. Post-course, they appreciated this opportunity. As one student said, “I have gotten a 

job through one of my team members. That does not happen in other courses” and, “I hope I 
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get the chance to work with these people again.” Furthermore, working with people with 

different backgrounds made students feel, “better equipped for the future.” 

 

Discussion 

In this paper we report on three higher education experiential-learning based entrepreneurship 

courses with different team formation processes and analyze how these team formation modes 

influence teamwork processes and teamwork outcomes. We discuss our findings below 

focusing on the strengths of team homogeneity in the experiential-based entrepreneurship 

classroom and the importance of reference point duality for team performance. 

Team formation in the entrepreneurship classroom: heterogeneity vs. homophily 

In line with previous literature (Aldrich and Kim, 2007; Rutherfoord, 2001), we find that 

students who form their own teams aim for less diverse teams than what is achieved by random 

assignment. This has been criticized in the literature because diversity tends to be associated 

with creativity and entrepreneurial success (e.g., Talke, Salomo and Rost, 2010). However, 

based on our findings we argue that homophily with regards to interpersonal chemistry can be 

favorable for student teams in a volatile entrepreneurial process. This is in line with Aldrich & 

Kim’s (2007) suggestion that there are personal restrictions in team formation processes and 

Khan et al.'s (2015) findings showing that one of these constraints is need for achievement.  

Our findings support Pittaway and Cope’s (2007) suggestion for a need to let students 

self-select teams. Although our findings do not contradict the communal/community of 

practice argument advanced by Pittaway and Cope, in combination with more recent findings 

they do suggest that this argument can be modified and amended. Our findings would modify 

it by suggesting that the communal aspect is two-fold, where there is (i) an in-team communal 

aspect related to a better-functioning, coherent team and (ii) a communal aspect, in that this 

better-functioning team has a higher capability to interact productively with its external 
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community. Our findings would amend it by adding that the fundamental reason for using self-

selecting teams is not primarily to resemble real-world nascent entrepreneurial team formation 

but because it resembles the beginning phases of a typical small-group development process 

(Tuckman and Jensen, 2010) and therefore prevents teams from skipping or ignoring this 

process or changing the locus of who is in control of team performance and has ownership of 

it. 

As such, the finding may be at odds with Karlsson and Nowell's (2020) finding that 

heterogeneity in entrepreneurship student teams facilitates external task performance and 

impedes internal tasks, as we find that more homogeneous teams do better in external task 

performance, such as coping with and responding to feedback from potential stakeholders. This 

difference could also be because Karlsson and Nowell’s teams were formed to do a single well-

defined assignment in a relatively short period of time. Our findings would suggest that team-

formation mode is more important than team heterogeneity to the teams’ reflexivity capabilities.  

Reference point duality as a performance indicator 

Kahneman’s (2013) observations on how we process and use information to make decisions 

add important explanation to why students perform better in self-selected teams. Kahneman 

discusses at least three ways wherein how we process and use information affects how we make 

decisions. First, he shows how an anchoring effect makes a significant difference to one’s 

estimate. Second, he shows how the language and storytelling used to frame a situation affects 

how we perceive similar prospects. Both mechanisms produce and accentuate different 

reference points, but in real-world situations that is a very complex process, thus the reference 

points that we identify as important to a decision or situation represent a third way. For example, 

if you wake up one day and find you have a net worth of $1M, you will feel differently about 

it if you had $0 in the bank yesterday than if you had $2M.  
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In our case, the team members are in a difficult position in this regard. They must 

simultaneously learn about their team and its members, and they must learn about their 

potential entrepreneurial opportunity. This process of simultaneously learning about team and 

project, establishing relevant reference points, and beginning to develop team and project 

ownership and team performance requires reflexivity. As Knipfer and colleagues (2018) point 

out, this team-opportunity duality is particularly important to nascent-stage entrepreneurial 

teams because they have to learn how to, “select the most promising idea and refine the 

business model … at the same time, it needs to establish team functioning” (2018, p. 402) 

through a process of both, “reflecting on and interpreting accomplishments so far and preparing 

for future action" (Schipper et al., 2015, p. 771). Entrepreneurial teams that exhibit reflexivity 

capabilities perform better (Knipfer et al., 2018), produce more innovative outcomes (El-Awad 

et al., 2017; Schippers et al., 2015) and overcome and learn more from setbacks (Rauter et al., 

2018). Our study confirms the importance of reference point duality argued by Knipfer et al. 

(2018), in that the high performing teams in our study are able to learn about their project and 

their team as a dual, rather than one and the same, task. 

In contrast, when students are randomly assigned, they face a situation where people 

different from themselves bring something new or unexpected to the table and are challenged 

by having to find common ground. Therefore, this formation mode may be a good choice for 

less mature students in introductory “about” entrepreneurship courses. However, this team 

formation strategy has major shortcomings in more advanced entrepreneurship courses that 

focus on experiential learning. First, as the main reference points conflate and the project 

becomes the yardstick for all well-being, the team exhibit less reflectivity and more resistant 

to change, and eventually do not take ownership of the development of the team or the project. 

Furthermore, lacking trust in the strength of the team, they are less able to handle pressure as 

they experience it as threatening the project, and therefore the team. Finally, this team 
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formation strategy sends a message that team dynamics are not important and thus students do 

not focus on this very important aspect. 

 

Conclusion and Implications 

In this paper we set out to investigate the role of team formation in entrepreneurship student 

teams’ work. We did so because most new ventures are started by teams and, “teamwork is 

ubiquitous in both entrepreneurship and entrepreneurship education” (Karlsson and Nowell, 

2020, p. 16). Our most insightful finding is that teams which self-select and go through a 

process that more closely resembles a typical group development process (Tuckman and Jensen, 

2010), retain team well-being and project development as two distinct and important reference 

points (Kahneman, 2013). This reference point duality enables a higher level of team 

reflexivity (West, 2000) and better performing teams (Knipfer et al., 2018). This in turn yields 

a richer set of experiences as a source for reflections and learning. While teams that are 

randomly assigned accept this team formation mode, they appear to conflate the two reference 

points or ignore the team well-being aspect. With the project now the gauge for all well-being, 

effectively soliciting and responding to external feedback is risky and team reflexivity is 

restricted. As Tuckman (1965, p. 385) ever so eloquently reminds us, “The contention is that 

any group, regardless of setting, must address itself to the successful completion of a task”.  

Implications for research 

In reference to other recent investigations (e.g., Karlsson and Nowell, 2020; Knipfer et al., 

2018), our findings call for a better understanding of the value of well-developed teams and 

team heterogeneity and their interplay in understanding student team performance in 

experiential-based entrepreneurship courses. For example, Knipfer et al. (2018) found that 

charismatic team leadership predicts team reflexivity, which means we cannot tell if the self-

selection formation process allows the team collectively to be more reflexive or if it allows for 
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a charismatic leader to emerge and foster reflexivity. Here, there is certainly room for further 

research to better understand what happens in this process and, based on that, help instructors 

establish relevant anchors and positive frames for the process and facilitate maintaining the 

right reference points (Kahneman, 2013; Tversky and Kahneman, 1981). 

Our findings on student start-up teams are supporting Rauter and colleagues’ (2018) 

finding that real start-up teams with high reflexivity can learn from and respond in constructive 

ways to setbacks and that low reflexivity negatively affect the teams’ ability to learn and 

respond to setbacks. In this way, our findings add to Rauter and colleagues’ research in 

suggesting that the reason for this difference may be that teams with high reflexivity are able 

to establish and maintain two reference points, one for team well-being and one for project 

progression. Clearly the two reference points (project and team well-being) are related, so if 

the project experiences a setback, that can affect team well-being (Rauter et al., 2018). 

However, teams may have different coping strategies if they have not conflated the two 

reference points, as it provides avenues to discuss and evaluate external feedback and team 

performance separately. 

Implications for practice 

It is important for educators to recognize that assigning teams is not the same as forming teams. 

If teams are assigned at the beginning of the course, the team formation process needs to be 

taken into consideration when designing and running the course. Instructors need to make time 

to include team formation exercises in their instruction, especially when students work on the 

larger, complex, open-ended projects typical of experiential-based courses. 

When students self-select, they tend to form teams that are equipped for an 

entrepreneurial journey of emotional ups and downs, action and reflection, experiential 

learning, and constant project development. This is very much in line with the overall effectual 

logic that university students seem to rely on in their entrepreneurial endeavors (Politis et al., 



 26

2010; Günzel-Jensen and Robinson, 2017). Our data suggest that it is not problematic to rely 

on students’ ability to form teams on their own if they have the chance to get to know their 

classmates beforehand. Furthermore, educators may want to listen to students’ objections 

around personality clashes, as chemistry is an important enabler for entrepreneurial student 

teamwork and team reflexivity. Furthermore, it is easier for well-functioning teams to span the 

boundary of the team, form new relationships, and thus reach stakeholder buy-in (Knipfer et 

al., 2018). 

If teams can establish and maintain two reference points, one for team well-being and 

one for project progression, feedback that these teams received from stakeholders remains 

feedback which can improve the project and help the team develop as well. A virtuous cycle 

between team well-being, project progression and feedback can be established. However, if the 

two reference points become conflated feedback from stakeholders can become a setback, 

which stalls the entrepreneurial project and hinders the team from functioning properly. On top 

of this, students might become worried. As such, it becomes very important for 

entrepreneurship educators in courses, that leverage experiential learning, to invest time and 

energy into team formation processes so high-functioning and highly reflexive teams are 

formed.  

Limitations 

In an exploratory study there are by default many limitations. Clearly, our research is limited 

by national and university culture and dynamics and may not apply to settings that are 

substantially different. For example, our findings may have limited explanatory power in 

cultural setting that are far less individualistic or much more masculine than our setting 

(Hofstede, 2001; Javidan et al., 2004). We also note two conditions that we cannot entirely 

control for that may affect team performance. First, in Course A students are younger by about 

one to two years. Also, Course A is college-level and the least mature undergrads may self-
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deselect graduate school. In sum, this may affect the reflexivity capabilities among incoming 

team members. Second, these teams work on a large, open-ended project (different from 

Course B) over a long period (different from Course C). Thus, based on this study alone, we 

cannot conclude that all the observed variation in team performance is due to team formation 

strategy alone. 

Common to all three courses is the inherent complex dynamics of a classroom setting, 

the added complexities of collaborative team learning, and on top of that the task complexity 

of an ill-defined entrepreneurial project. While our research is designed with these complexities 

and unknowns in mind, they do pose an additional challenge on our ability as researchers to 

capture all situations accurately and, thus, warrants a note of caution in interpreting our findings.   

The student self-selection strategy requires an investment in time, effort, and energy on 

the side of both students and educators, which may only be justified for courses where 

experience of the entrepreneurial process is highly important. In courses where students are 

asked to learn and perform various entrepreneurial skills using their project more as a practice 

case, random assignment might be a suitable team formation strategy. 

Finally, this study rests on that implicit assumption that students need to have a rich 

assortment of out-of-the-classroom experiences for them to have sufficient material for quality 

reflections that leads to deep learning and the true benefits of experiential-based courses (Kolb 

and Kolb, 2005). 
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