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Abstract 

Despite a high rate of failure, the number of new enterprises is rising 

in Europe. This statistic demonstrates a strong will from many to 

engage in that path. When creating an activity is not an absolute 

necessity to make a living, what can be strong enough to motivate 

people in engaging in a direction that appears to be difficult and 

hazardous? Passion is considered as an essential quality for 

entrepreneurs. Authenticity is showered with praise by many as a 

requirement for good leaders.  

This thesis investigates the role and evolution of authenticity and 

passion during an entrepreneurial life. Authenticity is related to self-

values of an individual, no matter what role s/he is enacting. Passion 

is arising from within the entrepreneur. It is often associated to 

entrepreneurs as the ultimate fuel for action. Passion can be both – a 

blessing and a curse (when turning into obsession). For that reason, it 

should be carefully managed. 

 

The data were gathered through semi-structured interviews with seven 

entrepreneurs. They show that passion for the field of activity is not 

necessarily the strongest trigger for a person to take action. Rather the 

desire to act in agreement with the self is a strong incentive for 

entrepreneurship. The entrepreneur’s authenticity becomes the basis 

on which passion can blossom. 

 

The research comes to the conclusion that entrepreneurs are embedded 

in an environment which influences them (in the way they build 

themselves) and which they can impact as well by choosing, or not, to 

take action. The Entrepreneurial Action Cycle illustrates this reciprocal 

impact and includes the authenticity and passion factor. In that sense 

the entrepreneur's authenticity is both: put under external pressure 

and acting as a light house guiding the entrepreneur on his/her path. 
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Introduction 

The programme is nearly done and we have to plan our future lifes. Which 

means, we have to make decisions, have to apply for jobs in the economy, 

the field of research or maybe something completely different. But until 

now, we could not give an answer to the question “what would you like 

to do in the future” or “where do you see yourself in five or even ten 

years?”. However, as blury the answer might be, it will include in the 

most cases “I would like to do something which I like and where I extract 

life-fulfillment”. Sinek (2016) talkes about the wish to have an impact and 

change something in the world. For this reason, we have to find what 

makes us happy in life. We are not talking about jobs which make us rich 

or separate us from the rest of the “normal” people. We are interested to 

find the answer of satisfaction in life. But how can we find something we 

do not know? The philosopher Bromberg (1992) writes in his book On 

What We Know We Don’t Know “we find ourselves, as individuals and as 

communities, willy-nilly cast in a world not of our own making, in which 

we want to survive […]” (ibid., 1992, p. 1).  

 

Due to this fact, we have to start somewhere. And it is not that important 

where, because, according to Saint Thomas Aquinas and René Descartes, 

experience and knowledge will lead us into the right direction. 

Furthermore, experience is one of the major parts of passion. So we 

believe that the way to a fulfilling life lies in a passionated activity. Of 

course, we cannot deny the fact of the necessity to earn money which 

affords us the way of life we would like to have. But if this deed is not 

fulfilling, the life will always have tarnishs. In addition, if somebody does 

something, he does not believe in, his/her life has as well a missing 

authentic component. Which leads us to another important aspect of this 

thesis: authenticity. Due to this fact, we are going to focus on authenticity 

and passion as a key component to success. Not only in a monetary view 

– in a general view, success within the family, the leisure time and, of 

course, the job. Due to the limited scope of this thesis, we are going to 
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highlight the job perspective, or in a broader view, the entrepreneurial 

perspective. 

 

Objectives 

Within the Beginnings 

During the master programme Leadership and Management in 

International Contexts, we learned and discussed a lot about leaders, 

entrepreneurs, how they act, how they could act and what characterises 

a leader. Motivated by all these new philosophical and cultural inputs, 

we started to ask us in the first step, what is the motivation for 

individuals to follow their own (business) idea, creating something new 

and makes them believe in what they do. In the next step, we are curious 

which characteristics persuade others and lift up the idea generator to a 

leader? This question led us to a simple sounding answer, motivated by 

the completed courses in the past ten months about leadership: 

Authenticity and Passion, what else?! But then we started to discuss and 

realised that it is not that simple. The entrepreneurial topic has many 

facets and led to more and more questions. Why people start their own 

entrepreneurial journey and what is their motivation? Furthermore, we 

were bother by questions: Do they have their idea already prepared in 

their drawer and just wait for the right moment? What is, if they just love 

what they are doing, without any effort to be an entrepreneur? 

 

All the mentioned questions above caused intensive discussions and we 

realised that everything is about authenticity and passion. For this 

reason, we defined our research question around our made perceptions 

and created the name of our thesis: The Course of Authenticity and 

Passion within an Entrepreneurial Life.  
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The Development and Focus 

 

Within the beginning, we focused on passion and authenticity. To get the 

broadest view possible, we started to investigate the single topics. Since 

we used grounded theory, it is important to approach the research 

without bias and previous knowledge. For this reason, we stepped back 

from our previous learning's in the field of authenticity, passion and 

entrepreneurship and started our research.  

 

From further discussion and our readings, we created the following stair 

model: 

 

Figure 1: Initial Entrepreneurial Developing Process 

  

We developed this framework out of the observations we made over the 

last years and our objective within the thesis is to verify or falsify the 

created assumption.  

 

The framework is subdivided into three parts. Within the first step, the 

actor creates his own environment which is more or less describing the 

personal comfort-zone. This comfort-zone includes a responsibility for 

himself/herself and only the most necessary connections to third parties. 

These external parties can be seen as followers and contain groups like 

on-line community, friends, family and customers. In the first step, we 

Source: Authors 
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assume, that the way of acting is very authentic and driven by a high 

intrinsic motivation (passion). 

 

The second step within the framework assumes a development process 

and implies an increasing external pressure on the entrepreneur. The 

developed environment includes an increasing amount of followers as 

well as an extended field of action, thus, an increasing extrinsic pressure. 

This changing environment requires and leads to a leaving process of the 

comfort-zone. The actor has to develop himself/herself and grow in line 

with the requirements. The way of acting is affected by the growth of 

intrinsic and extrinsic factors that can increase/decrease/stagnate the 

authenticity and passion. 

 

The third step of the framework is as well characterised by a developing 

environment and an increasing pressure through new extrinsic factors. 

As well as in the second step, the followers, the influence and the 

experience develop and lead to a new characteristically behaviour of the 

actor. This third step is seen as the last development process. This 

situation enables him/her, due to the gained knowledge, influence and 

power, to develop into two possible directions. We assume, that this step 

allows the actor to display the unveiled authenticity due to the gained 

position. The second possibility is that the actor hides the authenticity 

due to the extrinsic pressure (e.g. within a company or through the 

society) and loses on this way the authenticity. How passion is affected 

by the two different ways to develop has to be investigated.  

 

As mentioned before, our previous discussions lead us to the conclusion 

that all the questions we were asking ourselves about entrepreneurs were 

related to authenticity and passion. 
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Therefore, we thought it would be judicious to first observe and 

materialise the link between authenticity and passion. Our first research 

question is: 

1. How are authenticity and passion related? 

 

After clarifying that link we were interested in the trigger pushing 

entrepreneurs to action. Logically our second question is: 

2. How do authenticity and passion enable entrepreneurs? 

 

The following reflection was, if it is the case that authenticity and passion 

fuel entrepreneurs, is it possible that these factors are a requirement for 

success as well? For that reason, our third question is:  

3. Are successful entrepreneurs always authentic and passionate 

persons? 

 

Further discussions lead us to question the origins of the potential link 

between authenticity and passion. It appeared to us as an evidence that 

passion cannot go against the inner values of an individual but what 

about the other way around? Our fourth question is:  

4. Is it possible to act authentic without passion? 

 

Finally, since entrepreneurs are part of an environment, we were 

interested in the impact that environment can have on the passion and 

authenticity of the entrepreneur. Our fifth question is:  

5. How is a changing environment influencing authenticity and passion? 
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Justification 

Passion of entrepreneurs is part of our history with all its handcrafts, 

paintings and buildings. For this reason, we questioned ourselves what 

passion is and how passion influences entrepreneurs. Cardon (2005) 

names entrepreneurship as the “tale of passion” (ibid., p. 23). Also Smilor 

(1997) expresses the importance of passion for entrepreneurs by 

underlining that it is probably “the most observed phenomenon of the 

entrepreneurial process” (ibid., p. 342). Regarding this fact, the literature 

and previous studies are insufficient to investigate the role of passion 

within an entrepreneurial life nor the outcome. In addition, we are 

interested why highly passionate entrepreneurs lose their drive and 

motivation during their entrepreneurial journey. On the other hand, we 

are going to investigate why some entrepreneurs despite adversities keep 

on going; and how are they able to find their daily motivation (Cardon, et 

al., 2009).  

 

According to the previous aspect, we identified another highly important 

aspect within our field of research. The Annual Report on European 

SMEs 2015/16 indicates an increasing trend of founded SMEs (small and 

medium-sized enterprises) within the last years (SME Performance 

Review, 2016). On the other hand, the report shows that in 2013 

approximately 80% of all SME start-ups in Europe, with less than one 

employee, in the first year failed. The number are even higher in France 

(83%) and Germany (92%). Even if the statistic for companies with one to 

four employees are less shocking, France (13%) and Germany (8%), the 

report is surprising. This alarming relationship aroused our interest. For 

this reason, we want to find out why so many entrepreneurs start a 

business despite the high risk.  
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Theoretical Foundation 

1. Authenticity 

1.1 Etymology 

The word authenticity comes from the French word “authenticité” itself 

coming from the Latin word “authenticus” meaning “coming from the 

author”, and “authentes” which again describes “the one who does things 

himself” (Harper, 2001).  

1.2 Auto and Authenticity Evolution of the Concepts  

Authenticity has already been a topic of discussion ever since antiquity. 

The meaning attributed to “being authentic” has radically changed over 

the centuries. 

 

Aristotle wrote about “Eudaimonia” the quest for happiness through the 

actions that we take. “Eudaimonia” is built over the word “daimon” which 

means guardian of the spirit (Adamson, 2016) and (Vitterso, 2016). 

According to Aristotle humans differ from plants and animals because 

they possess the capacity of reasoning and using language, which allows 

them to contemplate universe, control their desires and plan their future. 

Thanks to these possibilities and their “daimon”, humans can make 

conscious reflections and choices. They cannot be wrong about what 

makes them happy (Surprenant, 2008; Korsgaard, 2008). Aristotle 

defines a man with great soul as “well aware of its virtues and according 

to it, behaving with great dignity” (Adamson, 2014, p. 269). However, he 

explains that humans cannot be virtuous if they are not raised in the 

right society, if they do not receive the “right training” (Surprenant, 2008; 

Adamson, 2014). Being virtuous is a matter of habits (Adamson, 2014). 

Socrates' thinking illustrates the same process. He reflected on a dictum 

written in the pronaos of the Temple of Apollo at Delphi „Know thyself?” 

and stated “unexamined life is not worth living” (Cohen, et al., 2000, p. 

12). According to him, within the individual development, one has to 
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question his/her own virtues and test him/herself by confronting others. 

He said “it is the greatest good for a man to discuss virtue every day and 

those other things about which you hear me conversing and testing 

myself and others” (Cohen, et al., 2000, p. 12) 

 

Socrates conceives human beings as “parts of a wider cosmic totality” 

(Guignon, 2004, p. 7). The identity is, at the time, solely defined by the 

role attributed to humans being in that totality. Knowing oneself is then 

about being able to understand what is the best way to serve the “cosmos” 

since “the cosmos itself determines what things are and how things ought 

to be” (Guignon, 2004, p. 8). Following the same idea, Plato considers the 

fact of “being self-centred” as being defective:  

You do not seem to be aware that this and every other creation is for 
the sake of the whole, and in order that the life of the whole may be 
blessed; and that you are created for the sake of the whole, and not the 

whole for the sake of you. (Plato as cited in Guignon, 2004, p. 8) 

 

Over the next centuries, the concept of the self and being true to oneself 

will evolve. Nevertheless, the identity of a person is still mainly defined 

by his/her place in society, and being true to the self is linked to the 

extent to which a person acts according to his/her role. However other 

components become relevant to the concept of authenticity such as the 

Christian religion (in occidental societies). In that sense more place is 

given to the process of self-reflection but being true to yourself is first and 

foremost being true to God (Guignon, 2004). Human beings are not 

completely their own authors since every action is supposedly the result 

of “God's will” (Guignon, 2004, p. 4). 

 

Shakespeare wrote in his famous tragedy “Hamlet” (Act 1, scene 3, 78-

82) the following lines:  

This above all: to thine own self be true, 
And it must follow, as the night the day, 
Thou canst not then be false to any man. 

(Hamlet Act 1, scene 3, 78-82) 
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Once again, the urging to be true does not take the same meaning as the 

one we attribute nowadays. The idea here is to be true to oneself in order 

to be true to others as well (Guignon, 2004). 

 

The French writer Rousseau is exploring the idea of authentic freedom 

and the ultimate goal of being shaped by yourself and no one else. He 

asks “l'essence de mon être est-elle dans leurs regards?” “Is the essence 

of my being in their considerations?”. “Le sentiment de l'existence” is the 

name he uses to express “the intimate contact with oneself, more 

fundamental than any moral view, that is a source of joy and 

contentment” (Taylor, 1991, p. 27). A good illustration can be found in 

his Confessions. It is very seldom at the time: the autobiography has no 

moral, political or religious transmission purpose (Taylor, 1991). 

Rousseau's Confession is an open window on himself, what he really is 

and feels. He is writing without any barriers about both his good and bad 

sides. Rousseau says 

Nul ne peut écrire la vie d’un homme que lui-même. Sa manière d’être 
intérieure, sa véritable vie n’est connue que de lui; mais en l’écrivant il la 
déguise; sous le nom de sa vie, il fait son apologie; il se montre comme il 
veut être vu, mais point du tout comme il est (Rousseau, 1764 cited in 
Hentsch, 2005, p. 143). 
 
~ No one can write about one men's life like himself. His inner self, his 
true life is only known by himself; but when writing it he changes it; 
under his life's name he makes his own apology; he wants to be seen but 
not like he really is (our translation) (Rousseau, 1764 cited in Hentsch, 
2005, p. 143). 

 

Rousseau is one of the first who advocates for authenticity as a process 

coming from within first, an inner voice that is not bound to the role 

attributed by society. 

1.3 The Contemporary View of the Self  

The society evolved and individuals are not contained to only one role 

anymore (Guignon, 2004). They can fulfil several roles in their everyday 

life and consequently have various role-identities. They can be 

complementary or contradictory but all are integrated parts of the self. 



   

 

10 

These role-identities are transcended by a specific set of self-values 

“values that are applied to oneself – whether or not one also apply them 

to others” (Erickson, 1995, p. 127) which gives meaning and coherence 

to the diversity of roles that can be enacted. The definition of self-values 

and the meaning then attributed to identities allow to consider the self 

as a motivational force, a perspective from which to act. The self is active 

and not just reacting to external stimuli anymore (Erickson, 1995). 

 

The human being is considered as social and therefore influenced by the 

relationship s/he has with others. Each and every interaction an 

individual has with other has an influence on his/herself. The 

construction of the self requires self-reflection but cannot be dealt apart 

from its relational aspect. The parents will have an enormous influence 

on their kid for example but so does the child in return. The self is both 

individual and connected (Erickson, 1995). 

 

Goffman distinguishes two kinds of identities: the felt identities and the 

social identities. The social identities are the identities that others are 

attributing to the self but are not necessarily revelling of the way the 

individual actually perceives him/herself. The felt identities are 

subjective forms of personal identities that arise from the interactions of 

the individuals with others. It is the way a person feels she is perceived 

as when interacting with others (Goffman, 1963). 

 

For all these reasons the self, as a post-modern conception can be 

considered as a meshwork. Erickson stresses, the self  

consist[s] of many different strands of thread[s] - the contents or colours 
of which may at first seem to clash with one another - Yet, in stepping 
back, one quickly appreciates how each thread (or self-value) contributes 
to the overall pattern or coherence of the weave, or to the individual’s 
more global and biographical sense of self. (1995, p. 139) 
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1.4 Authenticity in Present Time 

Rogers and Maslow define authentic individuals as  

“in tune” with their basic nature and clearly and accurately see 
themselves and their lives. Because fully functioning persons are 
unencumbered by others’ expectations for them, they can make more 

sound personal choices. (cited in Avolio & Gardner, 2005, p. 319) 

 
Harter, as for him, says it is “owning one’s personal experiences, be they 

thoughts, emotions, needs, wants, preferences, or beliefs, processes 

captured by the injunction to know ‘oneself’” (Harter, 2002, p. 382). Both 

definitions show the dominating notion of “owning oneself”. In that 

conception authenticity is a self-based concept. In order to be authentic 

people have to be aware about themselves, as known as “self-awareness”, 

which implies knowing its own deep values, profound identity, emotions 

and goals (Gardner, et al., 2005). Going further being authentic is about 

accepting each and every aspect of the self and no trying to hide the 

ugliest of them “to exist wholly by the laws of its own being, which include 

the right to embody painful, ignoble, or socially inacceptable subject-

matters” (Trilling, 1972, p. 93). An individual that would not totally 

engage in that process and would in the end hide himself from himself. 

In return this person would then be considered as inauthentic (Erickson, 

1995). This is about not being afraid of finding the answer (if there is one) 

to the question “who am I?” and act according to that answer. 

1.5 Authenticity is Relative 

Since the self is made of several identities, sometimes contradictory, 

Erickson refers to authenticity (and inauthenticity) as relative; people are 

never entirely authentic or inauthentic. Instead, they can more 

accurately be described as achieving “levels of authenticity” (Avolio & 

Gardner, 2005, p. 320). Kernis agrees with that statement and 

demonstrates that people can, for example, be authentic at an awareness 

and processing level but not at a behaving level, since the circumstances 

are not favourable (Kernis, 2003). People are not “’true to self’ for all time, 
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but rather true to self-in-context or true to self-in-relationship” (Erickson, 

1995, p. 139). 

1.6 Authenticity is not Sincerity 

Authenticity is not to be confused with sincerity. According to Trilling 

sincerity is “a between avowal and actual feeling” (1972, p. 2). This 

implies that “one is interacting with an ‘other’ besides oneself” (Trilling, 

1972, p. 4). What is observed is if the representation of oneself is 

concordant with that oneself. Whereas authenticity is considered as 

“one’s relationship with oneself” (Erickson, 1995, p. 124). 

1.7 Authenticity is Social and Dynamic  

Despite the fact that authenticity is a self-based concept, “the meanings 

of the postmodern self-emerge out of relationships rather than out of 

individual minds” (Erickson, 1995). In his book Enamoramento, Alberoni 

explains that when falling in love, people reach authenticity through the 

other, they talk for hours and hours about their lives (Alberoni, 1979). 

The feeling that they are appreciated allows them to appreciate 

themselves better. This is the principle of “individuation” (Alberoni, 

1979).  

Humans are social creatures, hence influenced by their surroundings. In 

order to be authentic, an individual has to actively reflect on these 

influences and not just passively integrate them. S/he has to work on 

them to make the influence his/her very own (Shamir & Eilam, 2005). 

 

Working on the perceived influences can be achieved through self-

regulation. Gardner, et al. (2005) state “exertion of self-control through:  

 

 the setting of internal standards, which can be existing standards 

or newly formulated ones, 

 the evaluation of discrepancies between these standards and 

actual or potential outcomes, and 
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 the identification of intended actions for resolving these 

discrepancies” (Gardner, et al., 2005, p. 354). 

 

According to Kernis, achieving authenticity is an active process. It is 

described as “a daily enterprise” (Kernis, 2003, p. 1), an ongoing process. 

He presents the four elements necessary to reach authenticity:  

 

 Self-awareness means “having awareness of and trust in, one's 

motives, feelings, desires and self-relevant cognition” (Kernis, 

2003, p. 13). Self-awareness is recognizing both forces and 

weaknesses of the self (Gardner, et al., 2005).  

 

 Unbiased processing means not denying, distorting, exaggerating, 

or ignoring “private knowledge, internal experiences and externally 

based evaluative information” (Kernis, 2003, p. 14). It involves a 

total objectivity and taking responsibility for both successes and 

failures (Kernis, 2003; Gardner, et al., 2005). 

 

 Behaviour defines “whether people act in accord with their true 

self” (Kernis, 2003, p. 14). Individuals behaving authentically do 

not try to satisfy other individuals whatever the outcome can be. 

 

 Relational in nature “valuing and achieving openness and 

truthfulness in one's close relationship” (Kernis, 2003, p. 15), 

accepting that others can access every all aspects of the self, the 

ones that the individual is proud of and the ones that s/he would 

rather hide.  

 

Shamir & Eilam present the model of “life-story” through which 

individuals can reflect on the past event in their life and give it a sense 

(Shamir & Eilam, 2005). This reflection should be a continuous process 

giving access to consciously constructed “lessons of experience” (Shamir 
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& Eilam, 2005, p. 410). Humans are usually made aware of their self-

values when they encounter a problematic situation which forces them 

to reflect and assess what they stand for (Erickson, 1995). The life-story 

approach is a constant and proactive reflection on the meaning attributed 

to life's events (Shamir & Eilam, 2005). According to Bennis, individuals 

can 

come in touch with their “true” self in the sense of separating who they are 
and who they want to be from what the world thinks they are and wants 
them to be. (Shamir & Eilam, 2005, p. 410) 

 

2. Authentic Leadership 

2.1 Leadership 

Leadership is about shaping an organisation by setting its vision values 

and purposes (Bennis & Nanus, 2007). It is about making things right 

and “empowering others to translate intentions into reality and sustain 

it” (Bennis & Nanus, 2007, p. 80). De Pree defines leadership as an art 

and emphasizes the importance of creating an environment of trust 

where followers can blossom (DePree, 2003). 

 

One of the main aspects of leadership is its relational aspect. Anyone can 

decide to label him/herself as a leader. Nevertheless, if that person has 

no followers then s/he is no leader “leadership is always a relationship 

between leaders and followers” (Shamir & Eilam, 2005). Followers have 

the power to make and unmake leaders, thus followership is a form of 

leadership. 
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2.2 The Authenticity of a Leader 

According to Shamir and Eilam, authentic leaders possess: 

 

 “A high degree of person-role merger i.e. the salience of the 

leadership role in their self-concept” (ibid., p. 399): they do not fake 

their leadership that is who they truly are and how they think 

about themselves at all time (Shamir & Eilam, 2005). 

 

 A high “level of self-concept clarity and the extent to which this 

clarity centres around strongly held values and convictions” (ibid., 

p. 399): they do not engage in leadership role for the reward they 

could get but because of their deeply held convictions (Shamir & 

Eilam, 2005). 

  

 A high concordance between their self and their goals: they do not 

act because they “have to” but because they want to and truly 

believe that they are doing things right (Shamir & Eilam, 2005). 

 

 A self-expressive behaviour: their actions originate in deeply held 

values and conviction (Shamir & Eilam, 2005). 

 

Shamir and Eilam do not include positive moral perspectives into their 

definition of an authentic leader. 

 

Alberoni defines inauthentic relationship in an organization (here at 

work) as undermined by the power aspect: 

Our relationships with our colleagues and bosses are undermined many 
times by the power aspect: others may stand between us and the 
realisation of our desires, and we must try to influence or flatter those 
people if we want to achieve what we are after. In our heart of hearts, we 
could really care less about these people and tend to forget about them 
and the insincere relationships we have with them as soon as we stop 
‘needing’ them. (1979, p. 211) 

 



   

 

16 

Therefore, two views arise in the literature concerning authentic 

leadership. On one side the “positive view”. Here, many researchers in 

the field of authentic leadership include high positive moral values as a 

prerequisite for an individual to become an authentic leader (Avolio & 

Gardner, 2005). Avolio, et al., see authentic leaders as  

those who are deeply aware of how they think and behave and are 
perceived by others as being aware of their own and others’ values, moral 
perspectives, knowledge, and strengths; aware of the context in which 
they operate; and who are confident, hopeful, optimistic, resilient, and of 
high moral character. (2004, p. 4) 

 

On the other side, researchers such as Boas Shamir and Galit Eilam 

disagree with the fact of adding a strong moral factor in the notion of 

authentic leadership. They see the positive moral value of a leader as a 

result of authentic leadership and not as a prerequisite (Avolio & 

Gardner, 2005). Authentic leaders come to moral values through their 

learning process (life story) and because being a leader is an “eudaimonic” 

process for them, it allows them to then convey such values (Shamir & 

Eilam, 2005). 

2.3 The Followers 

The major part of authentic leadership literature emphasizes the positive 

effects of that concept on followers, since authentic leaders are supposed 

to sport high moral values, to create more trust, be altruistic and to lead. 

Therefore, these exemplary followers' attitudes (positive modelling) 

should be improved: more engagement, better performance, increased 

trust and identification to the project and an overall well-being (Gardner, 

Avolio, Luthans, May, & Walumba, 2005). The authentic leader is 

fostering the followers’ authenticity. Far less treated is the reverse effect 

of followers on the leader. Shamir and Eilam introduced the concept of 

authentic followership as “followers who follow leaders for authentic 

reasons and have an authentic relationship with the leader” (Shamir & 

Eilam, 2005, p. 401). Followers here are not considered as a “passive” 

recipient of the leader's idea, vision and attitude. They are rather seen as 

having the power to decide for themselves if the leader is really authentic 
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or not. Moreover, according to Wetzel, “authenticity is a claim that is 

made by or for someone, thing or performance and either accepted or 

rejected by relevant others” (Peterson, 2005, p. 1086). It is then about 

authentication as something which is granted by observers, not provided 

by the acting individual. It appears as “a context phenomenon, not 

something stemming from an inner self” (Wetzel, 2015, p. 44).  

2.4 Critics  

Some discordant voices arise and question the benefit of a “strict 

authenticity” as it can weaken the leader position when misinterpreted 

or simply prevent him/her to evolve further. “The danger with true-to-

selfers (...) is that they may stick too long with comfortable behaviour that 

prevents them from meeting new requirements, instead of evolving their 

style […] and experience” (Ibarra, 2015, p. 4). It is also described as 

simply impossible by Ralf Wetzel who considers that reality is multiple as 

well as the selves of one individual. It is then unlikely to enact the same 

role in every situation (Wetzel, 2015). 

 

3. Passion 

 ~ “I could only ever write out of passion.” (Jean Jacques Rousseau) 

3.1 The Good, the Bad and the Passionate 

Within the current literature, passion has a predominantly positive 

meaning and is strongly connected to a positive outcome and creation 

(Zigarmi, et al., 2016). For example, Hegel (1770-1831) highlights that 

without passion “[n]othing great in the world has ever been 

accomplished” (cited in Vallerand, et al., 2008, p. 1). But the old and 

obsolete definition of passion comes from the Latin expression “passio”. 

This term means suffering and was once seen as a kind of slavery by 

intrinsic motivation (Vallerand, et al., 2014). Passion is also strongly 

connected to Christianity and the suffering of Jesus Christ, the Last 

Supper and his death (Merriam-Webster, 2017). But even before, Plato 



   

 

18 

(427-348 BC) emphasizes the necessity to avoid passion, because it 

implicates the loss of control and overrules reason. Furthermore, Plato 

defines passion as a negative energy which leads to “irrational and 

unreasonable behavior” (Vallerand, 2015, p. 15). For Plato, the only way 

to deal with passion is to eradicate it (Marks & Ames, 1995). Aristotle 

(384-322 BC) amends Plato’s view of passion and underlines the 

importance that people should not be ashamed of their passion. However, 

it is important that they control this attribute. The danger of passion is 

seen as a power which negatively affects the rational and moral 

dimension of the sensemaking process (Vallerand, 2015). The Hellenistic 

philosopher Zeno of Citium (334-262 BC) even suggests banning passion 

from experience. According to Plato, Galen (129-210) classified passion 

into “the concupiscent passion (based on the desire of the satisfaction of 

bodily needs and various pleasures) and the irascible passion (the desire 

to overcome obstacles that prevent the satisfaction of such needs and 

pleasures)” (ibid., p. 16). 

 

Saint Augustine of Hippo (354-430), a Christian theologian and 

philosopher, takes the view that God gave humans a “free will” which 

enables them to make own decisions and also control, for example, 

passion. Due to this fact, expertise used wisely shall help humans to 

distinguish between appropriate and inappropriate actions. Saint 

Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274) encourages Augustine’s view of passion 

and adds the view, contraire to Plato, that passion develops through 

experience and focuses our appetite on specific interests. In addition, 

Aquinas argues on Galen’s distinction of passion “that the irascible 

passions complete the concupiscent passions by helping the latter reach 

its goal by overcoming opposing obstacles” (ibid., p. 17). René Descartes 

(1596-1650) argues that he cannot agree with Zeno and bans passion 

from his life and in general. For him, passion is part of the soul and 

developed by experience. Due to this fact, humans and passion are 

inextricabily linked. Descartes says about passion that it is the “agitation 

of the soul caused by the spirits” (Descartes, 1989, p. 66). For Descartes, 
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the stimulus is the key to passion, because the soul leads through the 

“free will”, meaning whether someone or something will be pursued or 

desired. Even if the object is “unsuitable”, passion is so powerful that it 

will overcome the soul’s control through irresistible impulses. Due to this 

fact, Descartes agrees with Aristotle that passion has to be controlled and 

used carefully (Vallerand, 2015). For example, Spinoza (1632-1677) says 

that passion can lead humans away from their “main mortal goals” (ibid., 

p. 18) to believe in and follow God. Furthermore, Spinoza names passion 

a bondage and follows the Greek philosophers, that passionated human 

beings are guided by an external power. Even if this control leads towards 

the worse, the bondage prevents it to change to something better. The 

Scottish philosopher David Hume (1711-1776) emphasises another 

important facet of passion – the influence of self-awareness and self-

reflection. If a person has done a deed, triggered by passion, he/she will 

be proud of the result and conclude to view of him- or herself (e.g. “I am 

a hardworking person”). So Hume concludes a “cognitive theory” (ibid., 

p. 20) if a person is acting under the influence of passion. Immanuel Kant 

(1724-1804) does not share the same view as the previous philosophers 

that passion is an emotion. For Kant, emotions are only a short sequence 

in life, but passion stays longer and is more enduring. In addition, Kant 

defines emotions as a result of external stimuli, whereas passion is an 

intrinsic impulse. Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900) even challenges the 

perspective of Plato and the Christian Church towards passion being 

“symptoms of decadence” (Marks & Ames, 1995, p. 215) and the 

incapacity to control their own, by nature given, emotions. Nietzsche 

mentions:  

There is a stage during which all passions are simply damaging, when 
they drag their victim down with the sheer weight of their stupidity – 
while at a later, much later stage they are wedded with the spirit, and are 
“spiritualized”. […] To annihilate the passions and desires simply 
because of their stupidity and the unpleasant consequences of yielding 
to their stupidity appears to us now today as itself an acute form of 
stupidity. […] The Church combats passion with excision in every sense: 
its practice, its “cure” is castration. They never ask: “how does one 
spiritualize, beautify, deify a desire?” […] To attack the passions at their 
roots means to attack life at its roots: the practice of the Curch is hostile 

to life. (TI 5:1 cited in Marks & Ames, 1995, p. 215) 
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3.2 Passion Within Time 

~ “I have no special talents. I am only passionately curious.” (A. Einstein) 

In current literature, passion is seen as a guarantor for performance and 

wellbeing (Cardon, et al., 2009), the combination of courage and 

resilience (Bierly, et al., 2000), the true being (Golomb, 1995) and the fuel 

of intrinsic drive (Brännback, et al., 2006). “In practice, adjectives often 

used to represent passion include enthusiastic, driven, persistent, 

blissful, intense, and dedicated” (Perrewé, et al., 2014, p. 145). Zigarmi, 

et al. (2016) stress passion as an endless source of a positive, intrinsic 

level of satisfaction provided by a conductive, cognitive and favoured 

work.  

 

According to Vallerand (2010), “passion is most closely linked to intrinsic 

motivation. Intrinsic motivation shares some conceptual similarity with 

passion, as both involve interest and liking toward the activity” (ibid., p. 

106). Frijda, et al. (1991) define passion as “high priority goals with 

emotionally important outcomes” (ibid., 1991). Vallerand, et al., (2003) 

specify passion as a “strong inclination toward an activity that people 

like, that they find important, and in which they invest time and energy” 

(ibid., 2003, p. 757). But why are people driven to find activities? Deci 

and Ryan (2000) name the interests of people to get involved in and to 

look for satisfaction on a psychological level. They call it “psychological 

nutriments” which are “essential for ongoing psychological growth, 

integrity, and well-being” to satisfy the demand of “competence, 

relatedness, and autonomy” (ibid., p. 229). 

 

The authors above are highlighting passion as an intrinsic motivation for 

an activity. But to be passionate is more than only the pursuing of 

something somebody likes or even loves. The whole person accepts all 

laws of the game, values and shares all the perspectives of the passionate 

activity. Furthermore, the individual’s identity is closely linked to passion 
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and displays one’s own being. In other words, the human being is turning 

into this activity (Vallerand, 2010).  

3.3 Obsession – A Dualistic Model 

~ “If passion drives you, let reason hold the reins.” (Benjamin Franklin)” 

Passion is a great daily motivator, fuels motivation and gives the drive to 

keep going. Furthermore, it makes hard or even never ending work easier 

and rewards passionate people with a “smile on their face” (Vallerand, et 

al., 2003). On the other hand, passion can also lead to negative outcomes 

like negative feelings, pressure to performance work-life imbalance and 

family conflicts. Sachs (1981) stresses that at a specific point a 

passionate activity can turn into an addiction. 

 

In history, philosophers have pictured different characteristics of 

passion. From a dark and dangerous side of Plato, as he states that 

“reason moves people upward toward the divine, whereas passion bring 

people downward toward animal instincts and the flesh” (Vallerand, 

2010, p. 101) – to a brighter side of Descartes and Rousseau, who are 

enthused about the chances and possibilites of passion towards the 

opportunity to find “knowledge and truth” (ibid., 2010, p. 101). From this 

point of view, Vallerand (2010) developed the Dualistic Model of Passion 

and separated passion into two different types: harmonious and 

obsessive. 

In the beginning, every individual learns through a self-defined trial and 

error process, which activity he/she likes or even loves and which 

provides the highest value. Due to this self-defined procedure, the chosen 

activity will become part of one’s own identity.  

Harmonious Passion 

Within the Dualistic Model of Passion, Vallerand specifies harmonious 

passion as a free volition towards an activity. It can be seen as a 

connection to philosophers’ perspective that controlled passion leads to 

great outcome. The individual is driven by a personal endorsement and 
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has a positively intrinsic motivation to engage themselves. In contrast to 

obsessive passion, harmonious passion takes a significant part of the 

person’s life, but will not conflict with other social or personal interests. 

Furthermore, “with harmonious passion the authentic is integrating self” 

(Vallerand, 2010, p. 104). This way of behaving and acting is steered 

through an autonomous process, which is controlled by one’s own 

motivation and free intention. The internalisation process is 

“differentially successful, such that external regulations are internalized 

through the process off introjection, identification, or integration, the 

result will be different types of extrinsic motivation” (Deci & Ryan, 2000, 

p. 236). Furthermore, individuals driven by harmonious passion can 

experience the world with a “secure sense of self-esteem” in an unforced 

“mindful manner” (Vallerand, 2010, p. 104). Harmonious passionate 

people are able to highly engage in their own passionate field of interest 

and generate a fruitful outcome by this activity. Due to this fact, these 

individuals have less conflicts within social or personal matters. In 

addition, they are able to focus on various life tasks and it is possible for 

them to control when they will follow their passionate activity in a flexible 

way. This means, that people with harmonious passion can organise their 

day unforced by an internal pressure and they are even able to shift their 

passionate activity to other days. For this reason, people with 

harmonious passion have less conflicts, caused through their passionate 

activity, which leads to a more harmonious and balanced life (Liu, et al., 

2011).  

Obsessive passion 

Obsessive passion occurs through a “controlled internalization of the 

activity into one’s identity” (Vallerand, 2010, p. 102). This internalisation 

process ensures that an activity will be the main identifier of an 

individual and regulates the social and personal view. The result of this 

integration is a complete identification acceptance of an activity, with all 

values and regulations, as a part of the individual’s self. Obsessive 

passion can be steered by internal or external factors. 
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External factors (external regulation) can be seen as a control through, 

for example, social pressure which has to be followed to gain “tangible 

rewards or to avoid a threatened punishment” (Deci & Ryan, 2000, p. 

236). 

 

Internal factors (introjection) are defined as an external influence which 

will be swallowed completely without any questioning. Afterwards, if this 

assimilated view or belief is completely internalised, it will be displayed 

as the personal opinion. In contrast to the external regulation, it is more 

likely that the individual will maintain the introjection over time (ibid., 

2000). 

 

At the end, obsessive passion will lead to a lower outcome compared to 

harmonious passion. Due to the fact that the individual is totally focused 

on a topic, but in a very inflexible and rigid way, the performance is 

reduced and leads to inefficient functioning. Moreover, the positive parts 

are more or less lost. In return, obsessive passion becomes a life fulfilling 

drive without the necessary happiness or even love. Furthermore, an 

obsessive acting towards a job or activity will come along with other 

personal conflicts. But not only other interests will come too short, even 

obligations will suffer under a totally focused acting. Due to this fact, 

obsession will cause social and family conflicts, role conflicts, influence 

health and can lead to illnesses like burnout or delusion (Vallerand, 

2010; Birkeland & Buch, 2014).  
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To sum up Vallerand’s Dualistic Model of Passion, we created this 

visualisation. Passion is divided into positive and negative 

characteristics; authenticity into love or a strong affection and missing 

love/affection towards an activity. Vallerand’s idea behind this model is 

that every activity has white and black shades (Vallerand, 2010). In 

addition, Vallerand stresses that every engagement will turn into a 

critical status, if passion or authenticity is lost within a time-consuming 

work. This unbalanced status can cause, how we mentioned above, 

burnout, illnesses, family conflicts or a general dissatisfaction. 

Especially, workaholism harbours the highest threat to harm the 

individual’s health or private life situation (Kahn, 1990; Birkeland & 

Buch, 2014).  

Identification 

The identification is a state within people accept the extrinsic value as 

their own and “have more fully internalized its regulation” (Deci & Ryan, 

2000, p. 236). In addition, the behaviour is at this level a part of one’s 

own identity which results in a more autonomous but still instrumental 

acting. Consequently, behaving is not a “source of spontaneous 

enjoyment and satisfaction” (ibid., p. 236).  

Burnout, Diseases, Family 

Conflicts, Dissatisfaction 
Problems 

Can cause 

Figure 2: Dualistic Model of Passion Source: Vallerand (2010) 
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Integration 

The integration is “the fullest, most complete form of internalization of 

extrinsic motivation” (ibid., p. 236). Within this state, the person has fully 

adopted the behaviour. Furthermore, during this state the activity is in 

harmony with other aspects and values of the individual’s life (Pelletier, 

et al., 1997). Another aspect of the integration is that activities are an 

outcome of “self-determined extrinsic motivation” (Deci & Ryan, 2000, p. 

236).  

 

4. The Connection Between Authenticity and Passion 

Lindholm (2008) talks in his book Culture and Authenticity about the 

current thinking within the Western Culture and mentions authenticity 

as “granted” (Lindholm 2008, p. 1). Furthermore, this quality and the 

desire to find your “true self” (p. 1) is omnipresent, but nevertheless easy 

to clarify. For example, Nietzsche argues that “one knows what one is 

only after realizing what one is not” (Golomb, 1995, p. 201). James (2015) 

reveals in her interviews that people are quite often find their “real me” 

within occupations where they have had no “true passion” (ibid., p. 1). In 

addition, she talks about the importance within this searching process 

that everybody has to figure out which field of interest is occupied by 

passion. The goal is to find the work “that is really you” (ibid., p.1). 

 

As Oprah Winfrey mentions in her last episode of “The Oprah Winfrey 

Show” the necessity of every person in his/her life is to figure out which 

individual calling he/she has. For Winfrey, the calling is “the juice that 

[everybody] receive[s] from doing what they were meant to be doing” 

(Winfrey, 2011, min. 7:45). 

 

Even before, the sociologist and philosopher Max Weber highlights the 

importance to find the individual calling in his article “Science as 

Vocation”. Weber talks about the “demand of the day” (Weber 1958, 134) 

in human and vocational relations and set this as an individual goal for 

everyone. This means, people shall control their lives and not only accept 
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events as God-given and look yearning towards things and wait. His 

approach is to find and obey the demands of “the demon who holds the 

fibers of his very life1” (Weber 1958, 134). 

Strength 

On our thinking process, we talked about the strength of people, but then 

the question arose: “What is strength?” and “What is my strength?”. 

Arnold (1997) talks about the paradox of measuring our own strength 

and how to assess it. He mentions, for example, that people tend to 

overrate themselves, when they have to evaluate their own capabilities. 

On the other hand, people have real problems to name their own 

strength. Which means, people overrate their own performance, if they 

are asked specifically. But on the other hand, only one out of three is able 

to mention personal strengths they are asked them generally. As well Hill 

(2001) mentions the incapacity to assess and evaluate own skills and 

precise personal strengths. We believe, it is a combination of authenticity 

and passion. According to literature, Linley (2008) gives a definition 

towards authenticity and underlines that strength is a “pre-existing 

capacity for a particular way of behaving, thinking, or feeling that 

authentic and energizing to the user, and enables optimal functioning, 

development and performance” (ibid., 2008, p. 9). Rath (2007) defines 

strength more towards passion. He defines strength as the enduring will 

to perform combined with the ability to deliver high performance. 

According to Linley and Rath, strength is the combination of a clear and 

straight mental drive with the energy and motivation to implement the 

delivered performance steadly and reliably. In other words, the capability 

to work and act in a passionated and authentic way. However, according 

to Buckingham (2007), only 17 percent of people think they are able to 

use their strenghts within everydays business life. One possibility of this 

self-reflection is given by Durckworth & Peterson (2007) and Vallerant et 

al., (2003). Within a business environment, passion is seen as a strength, 

                                       

1 Weber’s demons, who play the passionate like a puppet, is an illustration which follows 
Plato’s negative picture, which tyrannise the passionate person’s “rational part of the 

soul” (Marks & Ames, 1995, p. 215). 



   

 

27 

an important condition to high performance, motivation and self-control. 

Emotions are more likely interpreted as weakness, instability and less 

self-control (Shields, 2007). Another reason for this low precentage of 

self-reflection regarding own strengths usability could result through a 

wrongly chosen profession. Park and Peterson (2011) examined that 

strength can be seperated into two axis: self-others (highly oriented 

towards others) and mind-heart axis (highly oriented towards social 

interests). These axis are indicators of happiness, fulfillment and self-

confidence within a profession. As a result, people develop an 

“unrestricted mindset” which enables them to engage into their work, 

solve problems creatively and perform with high-passion.  

 

5. Entrepreneurs 

5.1 The Entrepreneurial Idea 

The word “entrepreneurship” has its origin from the French verb 

“entreprendre”, literally meaning “to go in between” (Bjerke, 2013, p. 23) 

or “between taker” (Hisrich, et al., 2010, p. 7). Over the last 300 years, 

the concept became a research topic, even though the phenomenon has 

existed way before then. 

 

Richard Cantillon (1680-1734), an Irish banker, is considered by many 

as the father of the term and the first to develop a theory about the 

concept (Bjerke, 2013). In Cantillon's view, the entrepreneur is defined 

through the prism of uncertainty (Steiner, 1997), s/he is a risk-taker, the 

entrepreneurs “buy at a certain price and sell at an uncertain price, 

therefore operating at risk” (Hisrich, et al., 2010, p. 7) 

Carl Menger (1840-1921), Austrian economist, then establishes the 

distinction between the capitalists (owning and eventually providing the 

financial capital) and entrepreneurs that he sees as “change agents” 

(Bjerke, 2013, p. 24). Jean Baptiste Say (1767-1832), a French 

economist, separates the economy into three different markets:  
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 The researchers generating and making accessible new knowledge, 

 The entrepreneurs as managers applying this knowledge, 

 The workers involved in the production (Bjerke, 2013, p. 24; 

Steiner, 1997). 

 

This is where the meaning of “to go in between” becomes clear. The 

entrepreneur provides the link between these markets, putting together 

knowledge, work force and capital to build something new (Steiner, 

1997). 

 
Later, Joseph Schumpeter (1883-1950) qualifies the entrepreneur as an 

innovator (Bjerke, 2013, p. 25). “Entrepreneurs would fulfil their function 

by introducing new combinations of productive means – innovations – 

and by doing so they upset the existing circular flow” (Backhaus & 

Jurgen, 2003, p. 130). This is the principle of creative destruction (Bjerke, 

2013, p. 25), the new way of doing things will progressively destroy the 

ancient one. Individuals are, however, entrepreneurs for a limited time, 

as soon as the new idea is implemented they go back to a manager role. 

Schumpeter sees the main tasks of an entrepreneur as “breaking the 

inertia of persisting traditions, finding strategic partners and gaining the 

acceptance of the consumers” (Backhaus & Jurgen, 2003, p. 131). The 

entrepreneur is characterized by his/her capacity for creative responses 

which are neither predictable nor determined (Bjerke, 2013). In that 

sense Bjerke adds that being an entrepreneur implies to “not just […] be”, 

but rather “to be involved over and above just to be any of this in order 

to come up with new methods to satisfy users' demands” (Bjerke, 2013, 

p. 16). This also means to be able to generate new resources starting with 

what already exists. Being an entrepreneur means to be rooted in one’s 

own environment, in order to make the most out of it. While, at the same 

time, thinking out of the box and visualizing new possibilities.  

 

At this time, entrepreneurs were looked at by their function and not as 

persons. The study of the entrepreneurship concept will then evolve and 

broaden including more than a simple economic analysis of the 
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phenomenon; a behavioral and social orientation as well. Thus David 

McClelland (1917-1998), an American psychologist, defines the 

motivations empowering the entrepreneur rather as the need to achieve 

than the need for power or belonging (Bjerke, 2013, p. 27). Israël Kirzner, 

an American economist, sees the entrepreneur as gifted with 

“entrepreneurial alertness”, an opportunist able to detect missing spots 

or imbalances in the economic system which can be transformed into a 

business (Bjerke, 2013). 

 

Recently Bjerke defined the four body parts necessary to an 

entrepreneurial success: 

 

 The brain (to know): rational thoughts, and creativity 

 

 The heart (to be willing): to not act against yourself 

  

 The stomach (to dare): to not to stop at the first difficulty 

 

 The limbs (to do things): to act and not simply behave, to go over 

the reflection and do something (Bjerke, 2013, p. 17). 

 

After 300 years of academic studies, there still exists no official 

conceptualisation of entrepreneurship. The topic is broad and includes 

many dimensions. Nevertheless, there are two mainstream views over 

entrepreneurship today:  

 

 The limited view: business entrepreneurs are considered as an 

economic phenomenon only. They are tracing and exploiting 

opportunities and are creating something new to satisfy demand 

on different markets, new or not (Bjerke, 2013, p. 30). 

 

 The more extended view: entrepreneurship belongs to the whole 

society “the market is too small an arena for entrepreneurship, only 
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the whole human existence is big enough” (Johannisson cited in 

Bjerke, 2013, p. 59). Entrepreneurs belong to three different 

sectors of the society: “the public sector, the business sector and 

the citizen sector” (ibid., p. 59). They are creating something new 

in order to answer to meaningful needs on different markets or 

sectors of society, new or not.  

 

Within the more extended view, the entrepreneur is not considered as an 

extraordinary person, s/he does not necessarily possess a specific set of 

traits and characteristics (Bjerke, 2013). However, the distinction is made 

between managers as “a profession where the point is to handle a more 

or less given situation” (Bjerke, 2013, p. 13) and entrepreneurs as “more 

of an attitude, a view of life, being interested in coming up with something 

new” (Bjerke, 2013, p. 13). S/he is observed through his/her capacity of 

being a sense-maker. 

 

The science of sensemaking is “the reciprocal interaction of seeking 

information and constructing meaning with action” (Bjerke, To be 

published, p. 120). The process of sensemaking requires: 

 

 A frame of reference composed of the values, beliefs, past 

experiences, traditions, etc. in which an individual grew up. It can 

be seen as a filter (Weick, 1995). 

 

 Cues or signals that differ from the normal flow of event in which 

the individual lives (Weick, 1995). 

 

 The passing of the cues through the frame of reference so that they 

can be interpreted and given a sense. Once the cues are integrated 

into the frame of reference, the frame becomes wider. Cues and 

frame of reference have a reciprocal effect on each other. Once 

interpreted the cues make the frame of reference “richer” 

broadening its capacities to notice even more cues (Weick, 1995). 
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 This reciprocal action is well-described by Bjerke: 

Sensemaking can be conceptualized as the reciprocal interaction of 
seeking information and constructing meaning with action. Created 
meaning influences action. Reciprocally, action influences the 
meaning you give to an action. (2013, p. 102)  

 

„The entrepreneur as a sense-maker is said to be using what he perceives 

as making sense in his operation” (Bjerke & Karlsson, 2013, p. 119). 

However, it is important that s/he is not restricted by “fixed ideas or 

definition of what a situation is all about” (Bjerke, To be published, p. 

121). An entrepreneur also acts as if his/her perception of the reality 

were the way s/he perceives it (Bjerke, 2013). 

5.2 Becoming an Entrepreneur 

Generally, the literature shows two different ways to become an 

entrepreneur. Vallerand (2003) mentions love and passion for activities 

which lead to comprehensive and deep knowledge of this field of interest. 

This detailed insight enables people to recognise important but maybe 

missing aspects which motivate them to start their entrepreneurial path. 

The other possibility is that passionate people infects others with their 

authentic behaviour. The caused awareness can lead as well to an 

entrepreneurial way. In this case, passionate people turn into 

entrepreneurs, because they love what they do.  

 

Kets de Vries (1985) highlights in his article “The Dark Side of 

Entrepreneurship” the other major reasons, why people are starting their 

own entrepreneurial path. They are interested in following their own ideas 

and visions. Entrepreneurs like to create their own structure and 

following it instead of operating in foreign structures. Another aspect, 

Kets de Vries mentions is that entrepreneurs are trying to control every 

detail within their area of responsibility. This results in a “proclivity 

toward suspicion of others” (1985, p. 162). In addition, these 

entrepreneurial persons are not willing to receive instructions from 
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others as their supervisors. They want to gain recognition and try 

drawing attention on them.  

 

In other words, entrepreneurial driven people are passionate about the 

idea to be self-employed. For this reason, they are actively looking for 

chances to reach their goal. If they find the “right” idea, they will develop 

it and work with enduring engagement to perform well and overcome 

obstacles. During this process, they become more passionate about what 

they are doing and this field of activity.  

Cole states in his article “The Entrepreneur”: 

„The Entrepreneur” has for economic analysis something more than the 
possession of particular intellectual or emotional qualities and the 
tendency to perform certain roles relative to other members of society. 
(Cole, 1986, p. 61) 

 

6. The Sensemaking Process: A Basic Understanding 

The previous chapters dealt with authenticity and sincerity, passion and 

entrepreneurship. All of these topics are connected and parts of 

individuals. Also they are influenced by the sensemaking process. It does 

not matter, if people are looking for the meaning of life in religion, 

everyday life and the accompanying reflecting process or the passion, 

which affects the rational and moral dimension of the sensemaking. All 

these discussed topics involve the sensemaking process. For this reason, 

it is important to develop a general understanding why people learn and 

develop through the years of experience. 

 

We believe that an evolving process influences behaviours, habits and 

actings of individuals and in our case, entrepreneurs. For this reason, 

this chapter provides theories of Weick and Louis to get a better 

understanding, why people learn, change and develop.  

  

Weick (1995) explains within his book Sensemaking in Organizations the 

instance of sensemaking with seven important steps (ibid., p. 17):  
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 Grounded in identity construction 

 Retrospective 

 Enactive of sensible environments 

 Social 

 Ongoing 

 Focused on and by extracted cues 

 Driven by plausibility rather than accuracy 

 

 

The initial process requires the recognition of an ongoing event through 

a sequence of cues. These are unknown, unusual or not fitting for the 

individual. However, it is important to mention that the sensemaking 

process is always singular and all individuals will never act in the same 

way.  

 

Within the second step, the observer considers the recognised cue with a 

look in the past, because “the act of looking is retrospective” (ibid., p. 2), 

and an anticipation about the future. This step includes an obvious 

speculation within the individual’s perspective to explain the perceived 

cues. This explanation creates a first meaning2 for the person.  

 

The third step is strongly connected to the individual and the personal 

experience and socialisation. People perceiving their environment 

through the fact they were taught in the past, how they grow up and on 

the people the individual is dealing with.  

 

Within the fourth step, the sensemaking process is an ongoing process 

which is changing permanently through interactions with the individuals 

surrounding. For this reason, the personal understanding will change as 

well and new insights and recognitions will emerge and create a new 

awareness. 

                                       

2 Regarding Louis (1980), “it is crucial to note that meaning is assigned to surprise as 

an output of the sense-making process” (p. 241). 
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The fifth step is about how individuals build their own sensemaking 

through extracted cues by perceptions and senses as well as the way 

people use gained perceptions and strengthen the cue’s meaning by 

adapting them into the individual’s repertoire.  

 

Weick mentions within the last step that the sensemaking process is 

more about plausibility rather than accuracy which is justified in the fact 

that no one can knows everything comprehensively. Due to this fact, 

every individual has to accept things at a specific point and try to deal 

even with less accuracy within cues and perceptions (Starbuck & 

Milliken, 1988). 

 

Even if the sensemaking process is defined in a variety of ways, the basic 

assumption is that perceptions and ideas are iteratively conceived. Louis 

(1980) describes the sensemaking process as a “recurring circle” (ibid., p. 

241). However, it is important to notice that the “sensemaker is singular 

and no individual ever acts like a single sensemaker” (Weick, 1995, p. 

18). Additionally, Mead names the sensemaker “a parliament of selves” 

(Mead cited in Weick, 1995, p. 18) and the poem of Pablo Neruda “We Are 

Many” portrays this statement in an unique way: 

 
Of the many men who I am, who we are, 
I can’t find a single one,  
they disappear among my clothes, 
they’ve left for another city. 
 
When everything seems to be set 
to show me off as intelligent, 
the fool I always keep hidden 
takes over all that I say.  
 
At other times, I’m asleep 
among distinguished people, 
and when I look for my brave self, 
a coward unknown to me 
rushes to cover my skeleton 
with a thousand fine excuses.  
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When a decent house catches fire, 
anstead of the fireman I summon, 
an arsonist bursts on the scene, 
and that’s me. What I can do? 
What can I do to distinguish myself? 
How can I pull myself together? 
 
All the books I read 
are full of dazzling heroes, 
always sure of themeselves.  
I die with envy of them; 
and in films full of wind and bullets, 
I goggle at the cowboys, 
I even admire the horses. 
 
But when I call for a hero, 
out comes my lazy old self; 
and so I never know who I am, 
nor how many I am or will be. 
I’d love to be able to touch a bell 
and summon the real me, 
because if I really need myself, 
I musn’t disappear. 
 
While I am writing, I’m far away; 
and when I come back, I’ve gone. 
I would like to know if others 
go through the same things that I do, 
have as many selves as I have, 
and see themselves similarly; 
and when I’ve exhausted this problem, 
I’m going to study so hard 
that when I explain myself, 
I’ll be talking geography.  
    Pablo Neurda 
    From EXTRAVAGARIA, translated by Alastair Reid. 
    Cited in Weick, 1995, pp. 18-20 
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Methodology 

1. Grounded Theory 

The term “Grounded Theory” defines a systematic way to gain data from 

any source and to analyse it within the research process. Furthermore, 

the different steps of data collection, analysis and the creation of 

hypotheses are sticking close together in this approach. The theory shall 

develop from the studied data. This methodological tool provides results 

which are closer to the factual reality than others. However, it is 

important that the explorers do not begin their research with a 

“preconceived theory in mind” (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p. 12). The basic 

idea of Grounded Theory is to start within a field of research and allow 

the data to develop a theory. In addition, the derived theory “is more likely 

to resemble the “reality” than is theory derived by putting together a 

series of concepts based on experience or solely through speculation” 

(ibid., 1998, p. 12). Sandelowski (1995) stresses that next to creativity, 

grounding concepts are substantial elements and features of this 

research method. Patton (1990), for example, mentions that “qualitative 

evaluation inquiry draws on both critical and creative thinking – both the 

science and the art of analysis” (ibid., p. 434). In addition, grounded 

theory is drawn from data which gives a broader understanding, insights 

and offers a significant guideline to processes (Strauss & Corbin, 1990).  

 

To generate the most valuable outcome, Patton highlights some 

behaviours like:  

Being open to multiple possibilities”, “being open to multiple possibilities; 
(b) generating a list of options; (c) exploring various possibilities; […] (e) 
using nonlinear forms of thinking such as going back and forth and 
circumventing around a subject to get a fresh perspective; […] (i) having 
fun while doing it. (1990, pp. 434-435). 

 
In addition, Patton mentions the importance of the interaction between 

the researcher and data as science as well as art.  

 

The developing process within grounded theory can be described as an 

approach which enables researchers to “visions of new understandings” 



   

 

37 

(Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 14). The first step, as for every other scientific 

writing, is the general preparation. The preparation is shorter than in 

other approaches and will not include for example a predetermined 

research problem. The second step is an intensive data collection with 

more or less no restrictions. To evaluate the gained data, the analysis is 

important. Within this process, data ought to connect with ideas which 

result in new ideas and approaches. All the created ideas, approaches, 

ways of thinking, coding and developments should be recorded. The last 

step before the writing is to sort all theoretical outlines and build a 

construct with all the elaborated constraints (Strauss & Corbin, 1990).  

 

As mentioned above, the coding of the gained data is an elementary 

component of grounded theory which has the task to:  

 

1. Build rather than test theory. 

2. Provide researchers with analytic tools for handling masses of raw 

data. 

3. Help analysts to consider alternative meanings of phenomena.  

4. Be systematic and creative simultaneously.  

5. Identify, develop and relate the concepts that are the building 

blocks of theory. (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 13) 

 
For this reason, Strauss and Corbin structure the coding process as 

follows:  

 

 Open Coding – The analytic process through which concepts are 

identified and their properties and dimensions are discovered in 

data. (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 101) 

 

 Axial Coding – The process of relating categories to their 

subcategories termed “axial” because coding occurs around the 

axis of category, linking categories at the level of properties and 

dimensions. (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 123)  
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 Selective Coding – The process of integrating and refining the 

theory. (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 143) 

 

2. Definition of a Qualitative Method 

The traditional research methodologies are generally classified into 

qualitative and quantitative. Thus, classification creates a huge divide 

amongst researchers, especially in social sciences (Onwuegbuzie & 

Leech, 2005). In many research publications, the difference between 

qualitative and quantitative methods was carved out (Neuman, 2010; 

Kepper, 2000). Myers (2009) pointed out that quantitative research aims 

for developments and trends among the population and focuses on 

numbers. Further, the interviewee is forced to answer in fixed verbal and 

content-based guidelines. In comparison, qualitative research studies are 

in-depth investigations focusing on cultural phenomena and in 

collaboration between researcher and interviewee (Myers, 2009; Kepper, 

2000).  

 

Myers (2009) gives in the publication “Qualitative Research in Business 

and Management” detailed information about the different useable 

methods of qualitative and quantitative research. Quantitative research 

methods are for example surveys, simulation, mathematical modelling, 

laboratory experiments and statistical analysis. Among the methods of 

the qualitative research are other things like action research, case study 

research, ethnographic research, grounded theory and discourse 

analysis (ibid., 2009).  

 

The established techniques to evaluate a qualitative research are written 

surveys with e-mail or media, personal surveys with conventional face-

to-face interviews or CAPI, telephone survey with conventional call 

centres or CATI, an online survey with interactive television or online-

kiosk-system (Fantapié Altobelli, 2007).  
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Whereas qualitative studies are generally dealing with face-to-face 

situations, the common methods are qualitative interviews, group 

discussions, indirect surveys with the use of projective and associative 

methods and qualitative monitoring (Kepper, 2000). 

 

To collect data from the chosen survey method, Gläser and Laudel (2010) 

distinguish between three kinds of classifications: The standardised 

interview with given phrases and fixed question order and given answers, 

a semi-standardised interview with given phrases and fixed question 

order and the chance to verbalise own answers and thirdly a non-

standardised interview with neither fixed phrases nor given answers.  

 

Within this thesis, the method of survey is a guideline-based interview 

which is part of the non-standardised interviews. Lamnek (2005) writes 

that the guideline-based interview is an old-fashioned but still modern 

method that is often used and very popular. Further advantages of a 

guideline-based interview are the possibility of intersubjectivity and any 

number of reproducibility. According to Lamnek (2005). The principle of 

the openness of a guideline-based interview is characteristic to the 

qualitative social research and has an exploratory function as well. 

 

The guideline-based interview serves as a reminder and also as coverage 

that no relevant group of themes are missing (Honer, 2003). The guideline 

collects all the relevant facts and topics. These parts can be flexible lined 

up and matched to the speech situation. In this flexibility, Wimmer and 

Dominick (2006) see the main difference to a quantitative study. Through 

the criterion of the specificity more details can be covered and the topic 

can be answered in detail (Weischer, 2007). In addition, an open question 

counteracts the influence of the answer and gives the interviewer the 

chance to decide, when the interviewer asks more questions about the 

explanation of the interviewee (Przyborski & Wohlrab-Sahr, 2008). 
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3. Experts Interview 

Gläser & Laudel (2010) define the expert interview as a key source to 

knowledge through a practical insight-view in a certain field of study. 

Especially within the field of authenticity and passion, it is very important 

for us to collect as much information as possible, because these special 

characteristics are distinct very individually. Moreover, this semi-

structured interview has for us the advantage, to collect data within a 

flexible process (Eisenhardt, 1989, p. 539). 

Our Topic and the Experts 

The primary data were collected from different areas and branches to 

cover a broad field within the field of entrepreneurs. For this reason, our 

experts are politicians, self-employed gastronomer, artists, blogger and 

chairmen of a global acting enterprise. To extend the view of authenticity 

and passion among our interviewed experts, we choose individuals from 

different regions in Belgium, France and Germany. The reason, why we 

selected our interviewees from different regions and countries is to check 

our initial theory that triggers and drivers of motivation are the same 

within central and west Europe for entrepreneurs and idea generators. 

Furthermore, all of our experts are operating in highly influencing 

environments and have to deal with daily changing challenges. Due to 

this fact, we are interested to investigate the personal strength to keep 

one’s own values and act in a way they believe. The background of this 

question is check how our interviewees deal with external as well as 

internal pressure. How they avoid to get change by others and use 

environmental influences to improve their work and keep their motivation 

on a high level. Moreover, we are interested to check how the experts 

change through the time and how they see the work they were passionate 

about, which was the initial drive to start the entrepreneurial path, now.  
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3.1 Selection of Key Personalities 

Within the present thesis, we attempted to broad the view within the 

entrepreneurial field (business entrepreneurs, artistic entrepreneurs, 

political entrepreneurs) and going to give an overview of the authenticity 

and passion. The interview of all experts was done in form of a one-on-

one interview to guarantee the confidentiality of all information. The 

following people conducted as experts: 

 

1) Germain Stiens, 24 years old created WP Manager six years ago with 

his associate. WP Manager was an online platform which was shutdown 

few months ago. At the time of the creation, Stiens was still studying and 

started to work in a company afterwards. His company was always a side 

activity – developed in his free time. Stiens is currently working on a new 

project soon ready to launch his second company. The company will be 

in the same field of activity, but with a different associate. 

 

2) Vulfran De Richoufftz, 32 years old, co-founder of Panafrica in 

December 2015. Panafrica is an ethical shoe brand made out of African 

fabric and assembled on the continent under fair work conditions. Ten 

percent of the sales price goes to the project “walk for school”. This project 

is working on access to education in Africa. Before De Richoufftz founded 

Panafrica, he was working in a real-estate company and had the feeling 

it was time for a change. When he discovered the fabrics, which Didier 

brought back from West Africa, he started drawing some shoe models. 

This idea was the start of his entrepreneurial career. 

 

3) Hugues Didier 30 years old, co-founder of Panafrica in December 2015. 

Panafrica is an ethical shoe brand made out of African fabric and 

assembled on the continent under fair work conditions. Ten percent of 

the sales price goes to the project “walk for school”. This project is 

working on access to education in Africa. Before Didier founded 

Panafrica, he spent three years in West Africa developing the company he 

was working for. Didier came back to France with the desire for 
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independence and the wish to keep a link to Africa. When he saw the 

shoe models, drawn by De Richoufftz and the possibilities to produce 

under fair conditions, the idea was found. 

 

4) Vincent Le Lann, 26 years old, established the RBMG Rennes 

consulting agency for SME's in 2014. Before that, he made several 

internships in consulting agencies. During the very first one, his boss's 

lifestyle (project freedom and intellectual richness) gave him the appeal 

to open his own agency. The consulting aspect always attracted him. 

 

5) Ronan Letrillard, 36 years old. He worked for fifteen years in different 

adapted companies and found the experience so enriching that he never 

wanted to leave that world again. Due to his wish for more independence, 

Letrillard founded Insert'Haction, in 2014. This company organises 

trainings and facilitates the integration of disabled persons in companies. 

Six months later, because of numerous requests, he opened EC2S, a 

company specialized in processing and logistics mainly employing 

disabled people. 

 

6) Chayet Chienin, 31 years old. Chienin blogged for six years about her 

passion: The African culture and fashion. The blog started as a very 

personal identity quest for her. However, she realized that her writings 

caused a lot of reactions around her. Not finding any acquaintance 

between her work and her personal values anymore, she decided to quit 

her job and take a step further. She started to write for mainstream 

medias on Afro-centred topics. Soon, she came to the conclusion that she 

cannot do this job anymore. There was a real need for this kind of topic 

and she needed more freedom to answer it. She decided to turn her blog 

into an online media. “Nothing but The Wax”, the media, was launched 

two months ago. 

 

 7) Philippe Louis, 32 years old, part of the Green Party and his field of 

responsibility is Group specialist for education, sports municipal 
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employment in the council of Munich. He started his political career 

influenced by his political motivated parents. Moreover, Philippe’s 

motivation was to change (political) situations in the city centre of 

Munich. For this reason, his initial trigger was the wish to change 

something and so he had to act. Philippe started his political career 

within the party of the Green Party and got elected in 2014.  

The interviews were recorded with a tape recorder or software to evaluate 

and transcribe the statement completely afterwards. The interview places 

where arranged individually to minimise the effort for our interviewees. 

Most interviews were conducted on the premises of the respective 

company or via Skype, so it was possible to create a pleasant 

conversation situation for the interviewee. The only requirement for the 

choice of the location represented the volume level in order to guarantee 

a high quality of recording. 

3.2 Guideline-based Interview 

The interviews were semi-structured, for this reason, the questionnaire 

was made up of mostly open questions in order to give interviewees the 

opportunity to respond as extensively as possible. The aim was to 

investigate the individual developing process of authenticity and passion 

with his/her entrepreneurial journey. Furthermore, the interview shall 

give the respondent the possibility to reflect within the questions about 

the personal development within the individual environment. Due to this 

fact, we gave the interviewees the freedom to decide, if they would like to 

be anonymous within this thesis.  

 

The interview guide is structured in three superordinate categories: 

Introduction and the entrepreneurial path, Reflection and Environment. 

Within the beginning, the interviewee had the possibility to introduce 

himself and his entrepreneurial path. The focus of this section is to 

investigate the beginning of the career and to highlight intrinsic 

motivation and personal orientation. In addition, we were interested to 
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get more information about the entrepreneurial process and how the 

activity affects his/her life. For this reason, we asked for obstacles and 

challenge on the individual path. In this category, we prepared five 

questions:  

 

1) Could you introduce yourself, please?  

This “warm-up” question is to give the interviewee an easy start. 

These kind of questions have the advantage that they do not 

require any previous knowledge and provide a smooth 

introduction. 

 

2) What was your initial trigger/motivation to start your 

entrepreneurial idea/path? (This question has been adapted 

depending on the person interviewed experts: business 

entrepreneur, artist, politicians, YouTuber...) 

This question shall give us an idea, how the respondent came to 

his/her current entrepreneurial way. In addition, this question 

refers to the individual path people start their individual career. 

 

3) Could you give us an overview of your entrepreneurial career? 

On the one hand, we were interested in the development of the 

career in a more general aspect and to structure later answers. On 

the other hand, the respondent shall have another question which 

is mainly easy to answer and to create a higher self-confidence 

within the interview.  

 

4) How many hours do you spend on your activity per day/a week? 

We wanted to have an indicator how much effort the interviewee 

invests towards the regarding topic. This answer gave us as well 

information, if the entrepreneurial doing is the main or the side 

activity. In addition, we were interested, if we could maybe indicate 

a harmonious or obsessive passion. 
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5) Have you faced any difficulties and how have you overcome them? 

Respondents shall give us a clear view of their personal 

engagement and how they deal with obstacles. This attitude can 

indicate how passionate they are about the conducted activity. 

Furthermore, we were interested in highlighting the individual 

limits of our interviewees within this field of topic.  

 

Within the reflection part, we wanted to investigate if the entrepreneur 

takes time to think about the past actively. How the interviewee thinks 

about prior occurrences and what he/she would like to change, if they 

have had their current knowledge within the beginning. Within the 

reflection section, we asked the following four questions to figure out the 

entrepreneur’s passion:  

  

6) Do you take time to reflect? (Values, goals, change, vision) 

Due to the fact, that the reflecting process is an important part of 

authenticity (we discussed that within 1.1.1.7 Authenticity is 

Social and Dynamic). For this reason, we were interested, if the 

interviewee takes the time to actively reflect about activities and 

actions in the past.  

  

7) What have you learned through the years about yourself? 

This question is to unveil the interviewee’s reflection process of the 

past and to identify, how the development influenced the 

respondent. 

 

8) Did anything happen unexpectedly in your career? Please, specify.  

This question is connected to question number 5 (Have you faced 

any difficulties and how have you overcome them?), but is more 

focused on (un)fortunate incidents, which where maybe “game-

changers” for the respondent. 
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9) Based on your experience, what would you change, if you could go 

back in time? 

Within this question, we were interested in the active reflecting 

process of the respondent and how he/she would like to start again 

or maybe see chances to change something in the past, if it would 

be possible with the current knowledge. Even if the interviewed 

expert has not reflected so far, this question should pressure 

him/her to do so.  

 

The last category of our semi-structured questionnaire was focusing on 

the entrepreneurs’ environment. For us, it was important to figure out, 

which parts of his/her setting is influencing and challenging the most. 

On the other hand, we were interested to investigate how people think 

about their surrounding actively. The three questions of this section are 

dedicated to the interviewee’s authenticity:  

 

10) Could you draw a map of your environment? 

Due to the fact, that every part of an environment influences the 

environment, we were interested to investigate how the interviewee 

describes his/her personal surrounding. With the results, we 

aimed to draw a map of present and hidden participants of an 

entrepreneur’s environment to highlight parties which should be 

taken more in to account.  

 

11) Do you feel influenced by your environment? 

Regarding question number 10 (Could you draw a map of your 

environment?), we were interested how external factors influence 

and maybe pressure our respondent. This answer is important for 

us to evaluate the interviewee’s sincerity/authenticity. 

 

12) How do you influence your environment? 

This last question gave the respondent the feeling to end the 

interview with his personal influence regarding the questioned 



   

 

47 

topic and underline the personal importance as an interviewed 

expert. In addition, we wanted to investigate how the respondent 

uses his/her influence to structure the environment in a personally 

favoured way to create/increase the personal outcome.  

 

At the end of the questionnaire, the interviewee had the possibility to add 

information and address relevant and as far not mentioned points. The 

purpose of the last question is to add relevant information we have not 

covered or to enable the interviewee to mention personally important 

aspects. 

3.3 Limitations regarding our Experts 

In the beginning of our thesis, we planned to focus our research on the 

whole entrepreneurial developing process. Within the Chapter Objectives, 

we introduced our graphic (Figure 1) to present our research idea and 

process:  

 

 

The idea was to create an analyse of the developing process of 

entrepreneurs. For this reason, we planned to interview experts from 

each step. Within the contacting, we experienced that we were not able 

to find respondents within the last step of our model, who had capacities 

within their schedules or interest in an interview. Additionally, we 

struggled to find available or interested respondents, who recently started 

Source: Authors 
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their business or going to start it. Due to these facts, the yield of positive 

interviews was sobering. However, we found seven young entrepreneurs 

with an average experience of three to four years. 

 

For this reason, we were compelled to re-adjust our idea of research. We 

decided to focus on entrepreneurs within the first and second step. This 

meant for our research that we had to shift the focus from the whole 

developing process to the first two steps of our model. 

 

 

Figure 3: Current Entrepreneurial Developing Process 

 

However, in our point of view, this set back is not a major issue for us. 

Due to the fact, that in our expectation entrepreneurs are challenged the 

most within the beginning. Additionally, we will focus on the founding 

motivations of our experts and how their individual perspective and 

values have changed.  

 

For this reason, this thesis will focus on young entrepreneurs and their 

motivation to undertake the journey and how they developed through the 

first years of experience. Nonetheless, the evolution of authenticity and 

passion within the influence and pressure will stay in the focus of our 

research.   

Source: Authors 
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Finding and Results 

1. Coding and Evaluation 

1.1 Open Coding  

Once, all the interviews were transcribed, we decided to read them 

separately to avoid any influences or biases by the partner. We did not 

want to restrict each other's reading progression. Our goal was to 

maximise the individual outcome and not to affect the others 

sensemaking process.  

 

We went through the interviews and underlined what seemed relevant to 

our topic. Within the next step, we joined our ideas for every single 

interview. This step enabled us, to use the phrases of our participants to 

identify categories and emerging concept which we structured through a 

colour system:  

 

 triggers: purple  

 difficulties: pink 

 reflection: orange 

 Passion: red 

 Etc. 

 

This method led us to an average of five concepts per interview. 

Subsequently, we used the created concepts to arrange the collected 

categories in them. 

1.2 Axial Coding  

Within this stage, we assembled all the structured interviews which 

enabled us to identify and separate common elements (concepts) with 

different contents (categories) in them. The grouping of the categories 

allowed us to design wider but similar concepts and to draw an overall 

view of the interviews' outcomes. 
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1.3 Theoretical Coding  

Within the last step of our coding process, the bigger concepts were 

visible, but the composited categories needed to be reduced in order to 

be exploitable. Followed by the first structure, we merged similar 

categories within the concepts which allowed us to come up with several 

sub-concepts. This progress enabled us to start our deeper analysis of 

the interviews. 

 

Following, we started drawing our first model as an emerging theory and 

to use it as a basis to build on. 

 

2. Concepts 

Before we present our major outcome and model, we are going to 

evaluate, discuss and present our primary results of our interviews. 

2.1 Passion and Authenticity 

During the interviews and while reading them afterwards, it became clear 

to us that a form of vocabulary related to authenticity and passion was 

used. 

 

We categorised these phrases and created a table. Through this 

structure, we were able to come up with two sub concepts for passion: 

 

 Entrepreneurs directly using the expression passion: “That's what 

I am passionate about” (De Richoufftz, 2017). 

 Entrepreneurs using a derived vocabulary: “I have a great appetite 

for what I am doing” (Le Lann, 2017). 

 

And three for authenticity: 

 The personal values: “It did not fit the person that I was” (Chienin, 

2017). 
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 The company related values: “A company that resembles me 100%” 

(Letrillard, 2017). 

 The importance of authenticity: “It is a requirement” (De Richoufftz, 

2017). 

 

However, making these two concepts (passion and authenticity) visible, 

whether necessary, is not an end per se. The concepts allow us to show 

the presence of these two factors in the entrepreneur’s everyday life. On 

the other side, the concepts take only all their interests into account 

when they are related to the other concepts that we will explore further. 

Thus, we can observe the interplay with other categories and link them 

in an illustrative way.  

2.2 Environment 

We discussed in earlier chapters the entrepreneur and his/her 

environment and how they influence each other. Due to this fact, we 

asked our entrepreneurs as well about their individual environment and 

how they perceive it. The evaluation of the concept “environment” 

revealed the interplay and interaction, as well as the influencing factors 

like primary, secondary and excluded stakeholders. All these parties of 

the environment affecting the entrepreneur in his/her daily situations. 

 

 Within the interviews, we identified following primary stakeholders: 

clients, suppliers, competitors, employees and associates as 

important factors. All of these parties are “internal” aspects of the 

entrepreneur’s life and influencing as well the (economical) 

situation. 

 

 Secondary stakeholders are in our definition independent parties, 

which have a subordinated interest within the entrepreneur’s 

ongoing process, but not directly involved in the (economical) 

business. Within this category, the interviewees mentioned other 

(neutral) entrepreneurs, (online) community and media. 



   

 

52 

 

 The last category, excluded stakeholders, includes all 

environmental parties, which have no (economical) impact on the 

entrepreneur’s acting like family members and friends. However, 

even if this party has not a monetary aspect, the most respondents 

where highlighting their spouse, family or friends as particularly 

important factors in their private life. Especially within reflecting 

issues, members of this group have a special importance.  

 

 

We created out of our results following graphic, which is focused on the 

entrepreneurial perspective:  

  

This influencing cycle is going to visualise the interplay of influence in 

both directions. Within the “influencing” part of the entrepreneur, we 

discovered two major categories: conscious and uncertain impact.  

  

 

EntrepreneurEnvironment

Influencing

Being Influenced

Figure 4: Interaction Cycle Source: Authors 
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2.2.1 Being Influenced by the Environment 

As stated before, entrepreneurs are embedded in an environment which 

they influence and which impact them in return. 

Almost all of the entrepreneurs had the spontaneous reaction of saying 

that they indeed feel influenced by their surrounding: “the environment 

influences you a lot” (Louis, 2017), especially by the actors (professional 

or not) around them. 

 

A vast majority has the positive outcomes in mind and state “it brings me 

values and bring me a way to build myself, to think, a way of being” (Le 

Lann, 2017) or “it allows us to evolve and challenges us” (De Richoufftz, 

2017). 

 

Only one of them mentioned a negative pressure on his own himself 

“you're influenced in a negative way” “the media will come and crush you” 

(Louis, 2017). For the others, if the question was not asked precisely, no 

mention was made of any kind of negative pressure, on the contrary, 

pressure is addressed as a positive factor of development “this pressure 

can be positive” (Le Lann, 2017). There is a real will to turn any outcome 

into something positive and useful “when customers are making 

comments we try to take them with the greatest possible intelligence and 

to turn them into constructive remarks even when it is criticism” (Didier, 

2017) 

 

Most of the entrepreneurs we asked go even further, explaining that they 

are open to influence and looking for it. In addition, among the 

interviewed entrepreneurs, it is considered as a duty, and a necessity, to 

be open minded and bright. For example, Didier underlines the 

importance of interaction and actively looking around for permanent 

events because in his state of mind “an entrepreneur who is not listening 

to what is going on around him is a dead entrepreneur” (Didier, 2017).  

This perceived influence can come from different actors (primary, 

secondary or excluded stakeholders) and is recognized under the terms 
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“benevolence”, “goodwill”, “advices”, “positive criticism” overall it is seen 

as something very positive. However, entrepreneurs are emphasizing the 

importance of identifying and selecting the sources of influence. Chienin, 

for example, states that “the way we create our content is not influenced 

by the competitors. […] However, I will be very sensitive to our readers. I 

will look very carefully at the comments” (Chienin, 2017) or “if you really 

listen to everyone and you try to take into account all the opinions that 

diverge, to please everybody, you end up finding yourself blocked” (De 

Richoufftz, 2017). He adds in order to keep the necessary independence 

“being influenced is important, but you have to keep your independence” 

(De Richoufftz, 2017). The main challenge and goal at this point is, to find 

the balance between humility which allows that capacity to lend an ear 

to others and the capacity to make one's own decision. 

2.2.2 Influencing the Environment 

For the interviewees recognizing the “influence phenomenon” going the 

other way round, meaning how they influence their environment, is way 

more complicated to express for them. Identifying their impact on their 

surroundings was referred to as “difficult”. For example, Letrillard states 

“it's super difficult to say how I influence my environment” (Letrillard, 

2017). Within the interviews, it took them a longer reflection time to be 

able to come up with an answer. 

 

Chienin and Louis were the only ones to have a clear picture of their 

influence; probably because of their work field (editor in chief and 

politician) “I realised that what I was doing in a purely personal way […] 

was of general interest. There was an impact on people” (Chienin, 2017) 

or “I can always put a bit of pressure on persons and tell them what my 

opinion is” (Louis, 2017). 

 

This acknowledgment is blurrier for the others who mainly described 

their impact as work-related at a first time: “I bring my expertise to my 

environment” (Letrillard, 2017), “I gave my feedback” (Stiens, 2017) and 
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“I bring them solutions, answers or track” (Le Lann, 2017). However, after 

a longer time of reflection they were able to come up with more detailed 

ideas of their impact: “It's for you to show that what your [creation] can 

[achieve]” (De Richoufftz, 2017).  

 

These projects are very diversified in terms of sector, economic model. I tell 
to my family and social environment about these project and thus it 
creates an influence on the way of thinking, the discussions, the projects 
of certain people I'm talking with, and who want to create their own 
businesses. […] I create vocations. (Le Lann, 2017)  

 

It is interesting to notice the vocabulary used to describe the possible 

influence. It is going deeper than the “first layers” of the professional level 

(going further than the knowledge and the competences, for example the 

vision, the ethics, etc.). Letrillard expresses “I hope that [my work] also 

helps them on the side of the social economy and solidarity” (Letrillard, 

2017) and Didier hopes “if it is the case, I would be delighted” (Didier, 

2017). The influence is not consciously noticed yet, maybe because it is 

difficult to quantify for them. On the other side, our interviewees hope 

that they have a positive influence on their environment.  

2.3 Time  

We divided the concept into three sub concepts: 

 

 The vocational time: the working hours effectively spent on the 

activity. 

 The brain time: coming on top of the working hours and used for 

the activity as well. 

 The free time: time when the person is neither acting for nor 

thinking about the activity. 

 

Over a first phase we asked about the number of hours the entrepreneurs 

are spending on their activity. We quickly realised that it was not of major 

interest. The respondents had trouble to give a quantified answer, i.e. “it 

is very difficult for an entrepreneur to quantify in hours” (De Richoufftz, 
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2017). When they did answer the questions in detail, the amount of time 

spent was estimated at an average of 60 to 70 hours: “More or less 60 

hours of actual work” (Le Lann, 2017), or even above “I do not work 35 

hours, more like 90 to 100 hours per week” (Letrillard, 2017). The 

mentioned amount of hours is substantial, but from our personal 

experience and available statistics not surprising. Within this survey, the 

Office for National Statistics published that “35% of self-employed people 

work more than 45 hours per week compared to 23% of employees” 

(Office for National Statistics, 2014, p. 10). 

  

De Richoufftz explains that there is no defined time structure anymore: 

“There are no longer these organisation weeks/weekends. We can very 

well decide to work on Sunday but not on Monday, there are no 

schedules” (De Richoufftz, 2017). Others explained that any sparkle of 

time is filled up with project related occupations: “I started when I was 

still at school. I was programming after my homework or on the weekend. 

[…] A huge part of my free time was spent on my project” (Stiens, 2017). 

“I was 100% into the project, [...] no holidays” (Chienin, 2017). This 

conception is obviously dependent on and influenced by the family 

status. One of the entrepreneurs who has children says: “I have children. 

So on weekends I try to spend the maximum amount of time with them”. 

However, the fact remains that working hours are not strictly framed 

anymore and thus can be very hard to limit. We could also observe the 

emergence of “work behind the work”. Le Lann used the term “brain work” 

to describe all these moments not spent at work. However, the brain is 

still stuck to the activity and not available for anything else.  

He could not cut off when he closes his eyes, he falls asleep and still thinks 
about work. And I told him that he was not the only one and that we were 
a lot in the same situation. […] It's time we cannot move on because the 
brain is focused on the company. (Le Lann, 2017)  

 

We were at the playground with the kids and some others and we also were 
thinking about political stuff. [...] Your mind is always open to it. […] As an 
entrepreneur, one is so much in his project that one thinks of it all the time, 
even in one's free time. (Louis, 2017) 
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Because of that notion of brain work which emerges, it seemed necessary 

to us to add a question about free time. Since the number of worked 

hours is enormous, with no obligatory limitation and entrepreneurs, we 

are talking about an always active brain. We asked each other, if they 

could still grant themselves leisure time. Several of them emphasised the 

importance of free time: “[…] It's not a sprint. It's important to go on 

holidays and turn off your laptop” (De Richoufftz, 2017). Letrillard 

mentions, “it's important for a CEO to have free time, by the way every 

day I try to grant me one hour just for me” (Letrillard, 2017). Le Lann 

underlines, “you have to take weekends and holidays” (Le Lann, 2017). 

Letrillard even talks about a “right to disconnect”. 

 

Nevertheless, they admit the importance of breaks, the formulations “I 

have to”, “it's not easy”, “I try to” and so on demonstrate a feeling of 

subjection with the overall conclusion that it is difficult to cut off and 

separate private and professional life. “The limit between private life and 

professional life becomes permeable, it is difficult to separate the two” (De 

Richoufftz, 2017). 

2.4 Difficulties  

The first difficulties mentioned in the answers are of technical order and 

made because of a lack of knowledge and experience. “We made bad 

decisions initially. For example, we produced our own (shoe) soles 

without thinking enough and we encountered a lot of technical difficulties 

following that” (De Richoufftz, 2017). However, they considered most of 

the time as a blessing in disguise, because they are on a way to progress 

and improvement, like Chienin reflects “we made mistakes on the way, 

but it allows us to learn” (Chienin, 2017). Also De Richoufftz underlines, 

“it allowed us to learn from our failures, it is normal to make mistakes” 

(De Richoufftz, 2017). In addition, Le Lann stresses that “errors are full 

experiences” (Le Lann, 2017). As well, more materialistic and monetary 

preoccupations were pointed out. “In the first two years, we had two 

moments (of discouragement) because of the money” (Stiens, 2017). 
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Chienin describes both as a great generator of creativity: “The big 

difficulty is not having money. This difficulty can be overcome by being 

creative, being more pragmatic” (Chienin, 2017). And by putting limits to 

the development possibilities. In addition, Le Lann is also talking about 

monetary aspects within his beginning and mentions that 

a more comfortable cash flow would have allowed me to take a different 
direction including investing in external collaborator or solutions for 
prospecting, communication, marketing and putting more things in place 
at the beginning. (Le Lann, 2017)  
 

Missing liquidity is for some of our entrepreneurs an ongoing obstacle 

and challenges them on a daily base, and is ultimately exhausting. In the 

beginning, “the lack of money forced us to be creative. Nowadays, this 

lack of productivity is damaging” (Chienin, 2017). 

Even if one has no money, one is hyper motivated. Except now that the 
media is out, the returns are cool, but there is a form of exhaustion 
because the level of quality requirement that we have for our product, it 
becomes complicated. (Chienin, 2017) 

 

The second set of difficulties is related to isolation. The majority of our 

interviewees created their activity really recently (most enterprises are 

three years old). They had in mind the first moments following the 

creation. De Richoufftz mentions that “at the beginning we were alone. 

We needed to do everything by ourselves” (De Richoufftz, 2017). Also, 

Chienin recapped that she was alone when she started from zero to 

convince people to work with her. 

 

In the further course of development, isolation is described as 

complicated and even as the worst thing that can happen to an 

entrepreneur. “The risk of the entrepreneur is to find himself alone in his 

decisions” (Letrillard, 2017). 

 

Two other difficulties are associated with isolation. The first one, a 

relational difficulty including timidity. That can be paralysing in the 

beginning, but also people can stand as an obstacle in the entrepreneur’s 

way. Louis remembers, in the beginning he “ran into a wall. In the first 

place I was completely alone. They told me ‘this is not O.K.; you can't go 
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there’” (Louis, 2017). Also, disagreements with associates can be a 

reason. Stiens mentions, “if I need to change something... maybe my 

associate” (Stiens, 2017). 

 

These issues can be related to the concept of “language difficulties”. 

Meaning that people are working together, but unable to understand 

each other, because they do not speak the same language or do not have 

the same reference. An example is given by Letrillard: “What is the 

problem of a company that does not grow? It is, because within the 

company the collaborators do not speak the same language” (Letrillard, 

2017). As well Didier struggled in the beginning with communication 

issues. “At the beginning, when you go to see a shoe technician, you do 

not understand what he tells you. He uses words that you have never 

heard before” (Didier, 2017). 

 

The second difficulty is linked to the isolation problem, which is an 

emotional rollercoaster. Le Lann used the phrase “yo-yo”, which is 

permanently going up and down, when he is talking about the 

entrepreneur's moral (his own included). Le Lann highlights “the 

moments of euphoria when everything seems possible, and the moments 

of profound questioning when everything seems to go wrong” (Le Lann, 

2017). In addition, he gives a personal example: 

We can wake up being super motivated and after that receive bad news. 
For three hours we are in doubt and then we receive an email from a very 
happy customer, or a project signature. That is really the entrepreneur's 
morale: very fluctuating. (Le Lann, 2017) 

 

As well Didier mentioned personal experience about the individual up 

and downs of entrepreneurs: 

Sometimes you have less positive news, unexpected happenings that may 
have financial or other consequences, which are not necessarily super 
positive, but in fact it is you who has the hands on the steering wheel and 
you always have the time to turn the steering wheel to prevent it from going 
straight into the wall in a disastrous way. (Didier, 2017)  

 

All of the entrepreneurs mention these down moments under different 

materialization: “stress”, “exhaustion”, “moment of doubts and 
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discouragement” and “exasperation”. All these down moments are 

exacerbating by daily uncertainties. 

 

We were also interested, how entrepreneurs are overcoming all these 

difficulties. The outcomes are as follows: 

 

 Passion as a fuel to improve things: “What allows you to overcome 

the difficulties and prevents you from giving up are your passion 

and the enthusiasm of the people around you” (De Richoufftz, 

2017). 

 

 There is other option: “You have no choice” (Didier, 2017), or “as 

far as the obstacles are concerned, there is no choice. No one will 

come to catch up with mistakes instead of the entrepreneur” (Le 

Lann, 2017). 

2.5 Triggers 

2.5.1 To launch an activity 

While talking with the entrepreneurs, we realised that two kinds of 

triggers exist for them to start a project: 

 

 The intrinsic triggers: arising from within the person 

 The extrinsic triggers: coming from external factors, the interaction 

of the person with his/her environment 

 

Most of our interviewees launched their enterprise due to the desire to be 

independent and free. Our respondents stated for example: “I wanted a 

little more independence in my work. [...] The idea for me was to stop 

working for someone” (Didier, 2017). “My first personal motivation was to 

be independent” (De Richoufftz, 2017). “I had a thirst for independence, 

I hated to be hold to account” (Letrillard, 2017), or “it triggered the desire 
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to create my own structure and be able to carry out my own project” (Le 

Lann, 2017). 

 

The second essential answer was regarding the inner values. The 

entrepreneurs wanted to find a sense in what they are doing and the wish 

to create deep values within their creation was always displayed. “In fact, 

it came naturally. It echoed our desire, beyond of independence, of having 

a little more sense in our work, what we were doing” (Didier, 2017). “It 

seemed to me like a need to take the risk of and start my own 

entrepreneurship. It seemed necessary to me and totally drives me” 

(Chienin, 2017). As well Letrillard “wanted to evolve in a company that 

resembles me 100% and that is caring for the same values as I do” 

(Letrillard, 2017). If it comes to concrete values, De Richoufftz stresses 

the individual importance, to create an ethical and social added value. 

My second motivation is to do things intelligently by creating an ethical 
society that we can be proud of. [...] To be able to really think about what 
one is doing with one's life. (De Richoufftz, 2017) 

  

The need to be independent, what we have observed above, was not 

enough of a reason to start something new. It also had to be completed 

by a sense giving element and a need for personal satisfaction like 

“[something] that we can be proud of” and “things that don't give you a 

bit of satisfaction in the term of fun you should stop and quit” (Louis, 

2017). 

 

Four of our interviewees expressed a real interest for their field of activity 

before they created a business out of it. Chienin for example, “blogged for 

years by passion” (Chienin, 2017). And also Stiens was “interested in 

video games” (Stiens, 2017) before. Letrillard discovered and experienced 

such a fruitful environment “that [he] never then wanted to leave the 

world of disability” again (Letrillard, 2017). For example, Le Lann was not 

even able to mention the origin of his passion, however “it's an activity 

that has always attracted me” (Le Lann, 2017). 
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Lastly, a desire for renewals and new learnings was mentioned as a 

reason for new creations like: 

 

 „It was mainly to improve and discover the world of web service” 

(Stiens, 2017). 

 „I was then engaged in a real estate company. I quickly evolved and 

I had gotten as far as I could. I wanted to learn new things” (De 

Richoufftz, 2017). 

 „I had arrived at a time when I wanted to change jobs” (Didier, 

2017). 

 

As to the triggers from the outside environment, three of them talked 

about people they met, and past experiences that laid the foundation for 

their way to entrepreneurship. However, first they had to find a suitable 

idea. In the interview, Le Lann, Didier and Louis expressed their personal 

experience as follows: 

During my first internship. It was an enterprise of advice in patronage: 
bringing together economic and institutional actors with cultural 
associations in Toulouse. The cabinet had been created by the CEO and 
he was all alone in the agency. I really liked his lifestyle and ability to carry 
out projects. And so it triggered the desire to create my own structure and 
be able to carry out my own project. (Le Lann, 2017) 
 

In three years in Africa I saw that there were a number of entrepreneurial 
initiatives and that everyone did what they could to set up activities. There 
is hardly anyone who is exclusively salaried, everybody undertakes in 
parallel and I liked this environment which is hyper positive and dynamic. 

(Didier, 2017) 

 

My initial trigger was set in my childhood because my parents are active 
in the field of politics, especially my mother. [...] You could see: if you 
wanted to change something you have to act. (Louis, 2017) 

 

Others came to entrepreneurship without having thought about it before, 

but were convinced by their surroundings they were able to spot a real 

need for what they could offer. For example, the blogger Chienin realised 

“that what I was doing in a purely personal way in my own quest was of 

general interest. There was an impact on people” (Chienin, 2017). As well 

Stiens experienced the environmental need, after he created his first 
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website for an online game: “We created our website for our guild in the 

game WoW [World of Warcraft]. The demand came after and because of 

the big need, we decided to create the platform” (Stiens, 2017). 

 

During our interviews, we realised that intrinsic and extrinsic triggers are 

usually crossing each other and lead a person to take the step of creation. 

A compelling example is the story of Chienin. The blogger explains that 

she was writing for herself in the beginning about a topic she is 

passionate about. The main idea was to explore her own identity. Chienin 

was soon able to see impact on her readers and felt that there was a real 

need, corresponding to what she was doing. For us, it is really interesting 

that she tried other paths (writing for mainstream magazines on African 

related topics) before. At the end, she was not satisfied with the outcome. 

For this reason, she decided to launch – her own media was born. Chienin 

uses the strong term “forced” to describe how she was driven into the 

entrepreneurial path. She insists that she has “nothing against authority 

or wages. It's just that I did not find anything to serve my convictions. I 

was forced to create it and therefore to leave” (Chienin, 2017). 

2.5.2 Triggers to Stop the Activity 

Although the question was not asked, we were able to identify the 

opposite phenomenon during the interviews: What would be the limit for 

the entrepreneurs to stop their activity? Once again those triggers could 

be divided into two sections: 

 

 Intrinsic triggers: We could find the notion of “loss of satisfaction” 

and “fun” but also a lack of harmony between the work and the 

inner values. Also, the limited possibilities of self-development were 

pointed out. 

 

 Extrinsic Values: Our interviewees talked about a change in the 

environment and in the consumption mode that would make the 

product/service obsolete. Another trigger is: The incapacity to 
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generate money to secure the project. However, all of the above 

mentioned causes harm the company, if they last too long. 

2.6 Learnings  

The question about their individual learnings was one of the most difficult 

for the entrepreneurs. We realised that most of them needed some time 

before being able to come up with an answer. 

  

The response they made at the first time, mostly concerned their 

professional learnings such as “better organisation”, “skills and reflexes” 

“capacity for adaption” and “faster decision processes”. An outcome that 

we could find several times and that we think is of interest, is the 

importance of the team and the surroundings, i.e. “We learn to play in a 

collective, […] [because] together we do better than alone” (Letrillard, 

2017), or “I learned that precisely the strength of a project is above all a 

team and the values shared by this group” (Chienin, 2017). All the 

entrepreneurs underlined the aspect and the realisation that working 

alone with no/limited interaction is damageable for any project. 

I don’t know, if the fact that I did not know personally my associate and that 
we were not discussing everyday made the project down. I noticed that when 
I am talking with my colleagues, we have more ideas, there is an exchange. 
(Stiens, 2017) 
 

 
What allows you to overcome the difficulties and prevents you from giving 
up is the passion and enthusiasm of the people around you, your family, 

your community ... which allows you to maintain confidence. (De 
Richoufftz, 2017) 

 

 

Secondly, they were able to come up with more personal insights. The 

overall result seems to be a better knowledge of themselves, i.e. 

“optimistic” (Chienin, 2017), “adaptive capacities” (Letrillard, 2017) due 

to an environment without safety net that obliges them to look at 

themselves unvarnished. They mentioned about themselves: “We learned 

things: what are our strengths and weaknesses. They are exposed 

brutally when facing certain situations” (Le Lann, 2017). They also have 
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to push back their limits, if they want to be successful3. “It is [about] 

knowing how to push away your timidity or your fear of the unknown and 

go beyond that level” (Letrillard, 2017). Due to this experience, the 

interviewees mention that these experience lead to a rising self-

confidence. “I learned to value what I was doing to have more confidence 

in myself” (Chienin, 2017). 

2.7 Entrepreneurial Qualities 

Once again this question was not asked. However, during the discussion 

the interviewees gave some hints about what they consider as necessary 

entrepreneur's qualities while talking about their own behaviour within 

that role. 

 

Over the whole set of interviews, we extracted a list of important 

characteristics for entrepreneurs:  

 

 Be optimistic 

 Having visions 

 Humility 

 Convinced about his/her project 

 Ready to face difficulties 

 Adaptive 

 Good listener 

 Social capacities 

 

In addition, our experts mentioned that the worst for him/her would be, 

to stay isolated, i.e. “I think it is one of the worst things that could happen 

to us. To be in our own little world with only our own ideas” (Didier, 2017). 

 

                                       

3 In our thesis, success has a broad definition. Success is not strictly connected to a 
monetary view. Our interviewees defined their individual success as well by personal 

values, social outcome and/or interpersonal rewards.  
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3 Entrepreneurial Action Cycle 

Within this sub-chapter, we are going to present our model we derived 

out of the critical evaluation process of the collected Interviews.  

3.1 Implementation 

During the interviews, we asked our respondents to draw a picture of 

their environment and how they interact within the environment. Louis 

described, for example, his political environment like a “city”, with 

“persons who are quite near to you. You have persons who are 

surrounding you and you have everything else from super close to really 

far away perspectives” (Louis, 2017). We liked this illustration, because 

in our point of view, the environment is dominated by people and their 

actions, whereas on the other side by elements which we cannot 

influence. All the interviews brought a very complete picture of 

entrepreneurs and how they influence each other. The described picture 

led us to the creation of a model out of the gained information. The plan 

was to design a clear and understandable cycle, which includes all 

possible and discussed influences. This cognition is important to 

understand our created entrepreneurial action cycle (see graphic). The 

developed cycle illustrates the different possible interactions of the 

environment towards the entrepreneur and vice versa. 

 

The entrepreneurial action cycle is structured and divided into four parts. 

We would like to give a short overview of the graphic, before we present a 

detailed insight view into every section. The sections are defined as 

followed: 

 

1. General Environment – A broad and generalized view of the global 

environment an entrepreneur is involved in his/her daily life.  

 

2. Divided Environment – A separated view of the broad and 

generalized view. Within this section, the environment is divided 

into direct and indirect. The idea behind this division is to 
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distinguish between an environment, which is able (direct) or 

unable (indirect) to interact with the entrepreneur. 

 

3. Entrepreneur – This section is the core of our thesis and includes 

the entrepreneurial attitudes, motivations and circumstances. In 

addition, the decision making process plays an essential role in this 

section.  

 

4. Action – The last step of the entrepreneurial action cycle displays, 

whether the entrepreneur takes action or not and how s/he will 

influence the environment regarding this decision. 

 
  

Direct 

Environment 

Indirect 

Environment 

Open Closed Open Closed 

Interaction 
No 

Interaction 

Action No Action Action No Action 

Reactive Active 

Environment 

Influencing Influencing 

Figure 5: Entrepreneurial Action Cycle 
     
   

Source: Authors 

1 

2 

3 

4 
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3.2 The Model: Entrepreneurial Action Cycle 

Section One – General Environment 

Within the first step and sector, we designed the environment by all the 

mentioned and collected information like primary, secondary and 

excluded stakeholder. Additionally, it is important for us to define the 

world with all given elements and conditions like nature, resources, 

animals, plants and, of course, humans. At first, these expressions sound 

philosophical, but to believe that only humans will influence our daily life 

would be ignorant and incomplete. Especially the environmental change 

through finite resources, pollution or natural disasters can affect the 

entrepreneur’s situation dramatically. Therefore, we give the environment 

the broadest view possible, and add the mentioned elements.  

 

Section Two – Divided Environment 

For us, the environment has two different possibilities to “interact” with 

the entrepreneur: direct and indirect. This distinction is important in our 

model, because for us, the environment has to be separated into an active 

and a passive part. 

 

The indirect environment includes the elements and parts, which are 

physically not able to interact with the entrepreneur. On the other hand, 

developments of any type or mental changes within the society, which are 

not actively communicated to the entrepreneur. However, these 

circumstances make it more difficult for an entrepreneur to realise given 

situations. Examples for this indirect and non-interacting environment 

are slowly changing mind-sets among the society (e.g. interested in 

mobile connection), global developments (e.g. digital revolution) or new 

insights (e.g. latest research within the field of expertise). 

 

The interactive part of an (direct) environment is given, if, for example, 

other people like customers, followers, competitors, etc. are interacting 

with the entrepreneur. Examples for direct environments are networking 

events, reflection meetings with associates (Stiens, 2017), critical 
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exchange with the spouse (Louis, 2017) or requests of followers (Chienin, 

2017). In other words, the entrepreneur realises a direct influence or 

input by the environment and can decide how to deal with this occurred 

interaction. 

 

Section Three – Entrepreneur 

The third section represents the core of our thesis and contains the major 

aspects of the entrepreneur’s passion and authenticity as well as all 

related attitudes like individual triggers (start or quit), difficulties to 

overcome, learnings and entrepreneurial qualities. 

 

The entrepreneurial action cycle separates entrepreneurs on the basis of 

different attributes and characteristics like visionary thinking and acting, 

risk taking, optimism and self-confidents into two categories – open and 

closed minded. This division shall not be seen as a general split; it is more 

depending on the situation and the individual outcome of a given 

(in)direct environmental influence. 

 

Besides the general distinction, whether an entrepreneur is open or 

closed minded, s/he has to realise given changes and opportunities. For 

this reason, a fundamental significance within this perspective is the 

individual sensemaking process. The entrepreneur has to be interested 

in his environment and attentive to possible changes. Didier mentions in 

his interview, “an entrepreneur who is not listening to what is going on 

around him is a dead entrepreneur”. The term “dead” might be a bit hard 

and final, but true, if we look at famous examples within the economy. 

One popular example is Nokia, who dominated the mobile phone market 

by far and has not listen carefully enough to occurring trends and 

underestimated competitors (Bouwman, et al., 2014). Another famous 

example of an indirect environment and the entrepreneur’s reaction, is 

the discovery of porcelain in Europe. The alchemist Johann Friedrich 

Böttger had been given the order by August the Strong, elector of Saxony, 

to turn silver into gold. During his experiments, Böttger created porcelain 
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by accident. August the Strong used this chance and created his own 

porcelain manufacture (Gascoigne, 2001).  

These examples lead to the limb of an indirect environment and the 

entrepreneurial importance and responsibility to operate in a fluently 

moving and changing environment. Especially within a non-interacting 

surrounding, the entrepreneur must be sensitive to external cues. The 

model provides now two different possibilities, how s/he can act: 

 

1. The entrepreneur is sensitive to environmental changes and 

appreciates them. In this case, the actor has the option to realise 

the new cognition and act open-mindedly. The other option is that 

the entrepreneur decides, based on the personalised framework 

and perceived cues, an acting is unwise with results in a closed-

minded state. 

 

2. The entrepreneur is completely focused on his/her doing, which 

reduces the sensitivity of the individual sensemaking process to 

recognise cues.  

 

Within the limb of a direct environment, the entrepreneur will receive 

cues, hints or ideas by the environment and has the possibility to react 

on inputs which can result in any reaction. As well in a situation of an 

interacting direct environment, the entrepreneur has to act with a clear 

mind and brightness. Examples for this kind of direct environments are 

invitations to networking events, where entrepreneurs are talking about 

current trends and ideas. Letrillard, for example, advocates in his 

interview the exchange between entrepreneurs. As well Louis is talking 

about the active influence of the environment and mentions “you are 

influenced […] all the time.” Your surrounding “tells you that you should 

think about this or that fact and perhaps you deal with it” (Louis, 2017). 

For this reason, an interactive environment can appear everywhere and 

anytime and challenges the entrepreneur’s sensemaking process. 
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However, the entrepreneur must decide in every single situation how 

s/he will react on perceived cues. The possibilities of reaction are similar 

to the actions within the indirect environment. According to the 

entrepreneur’s action, s/he will influence the environment through this 

decision.  

 

Section Four - Action 

Section four deals with the entrepreneur’s action, according to the 

previous perception. The entrepreneurial action cycle decides between 

two general categories – action and no action. Even if an action requires 

an active involvement of the entrepreneur, it does not mean that no action 

will not influence his/her individual or general surrounding. 

 

In our point of view, an action or non-action has three different possible 

outcomes: negative, neutral, positive. To create a clearer picture within 

the fourth section, we reviewed our interviews for fitting outcome/action 

examples. We were able to identify matching situations for four out of six 

categories. For a neutral environmental influence, we were not able to 

extract examples among our interviews. Due to this fact, we assume that 

situations in which actions or non-actions have a neutral impact are rare. 

The only example we were able to identify, which is fitting the most, is 

stated by Louis. According to our question “what would you change, if 

you could go back in time?”, Louis answered: 

Politics are always made not from a single person, but from a lot of 

persons and from a lot of external influences. So even if I would have 
acted in another way, in some certain situations, I could not guarantee 
that at the end the result will be better than it was. (Louis, 2017) 
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Previous political situations lead us to the assumption that in this 

particular decision, Louis’ single action was probably not essential to 

change something. For this reason, mentioned example can be seen most 

likely as a neutral outcome. 

 

               Action 

Outcome  
No Action Action 

Negative Stiens: No exchange with his 

associate slowed down the 

creativity and lead to 

business liquidation.  

Didier and De 

Richoufftz: Decided to 

design the shoe soles 

on their own, which in 

return cost a lot of 

money, which could 

have been spent 

elsewhere.  

Neutral No Data No Data 

Positive Chienin: Decision to reject 

external investors to keep 

independence. 

Letrillard: Customers 

started to ask me to 

perform services for 

them.  

Figure 6: Action & Outcome   Source: Authors 
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Discussion 

Within this chapter, we are going to discuss our outcomes and relate 

them to the research questions mentioned in the beginning. 

Furthermore, we will answer our questions in detail, if possible, and add 

a critical thinking on our results.  

 

At the beginning, we would like to give a reminder about the stated 

questions and explain, why we restructured them: 

 

1. How are authenticity and passion related?  

2. Is it possible to act authentic without passion? 

3. Are successful entrepreneurs authentic and passionate persons? 

4. How do authenticity and passion enable entrepreneurs? 

5. How is a changing environment influencing authenticity and 

passion?  

 

1. Adjustment 

We decided to move the previous fourth question to the second, because 

we realised during the interviews a direct connection between the relation 

and action of passion and authenticity. For this reason, we are going to 

answer this question straightly connected to the relation of authenticity 

and passion.  

 

We also moved previous question number two closer to the last point, 

dealing with environmental influence on authenticity and passion. For 

us, the major reason was to connect and highlight the external influences 

on the entrepreneur and how they affect each other. Due to our interviews 

and evaluations, we gained a deeper insight view of the interplay of 

entrepreneurs and their surroundings. For this reason, it was more 

logical for us to arrange them one after the other.  
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Former question number three was shifted as well and is now the last 

research question. The reason is that success is very subjective. For this 

reason, we are going to deal with that in the end of our discussion.  

 

The following new structure results from the changes: 

 

1. How are authenticity and passion related?  

2. Is it possible to act authentic without passion? 

3. How do authenticity and passion enable entrepreneurs? 

4. How is a changing environment influencing authenticity and 

passion?  

5. Are successful entrepreneurs authentic and passionate persons? 

 

2. The Relation of Authenticity and Passion 

2.1 Research Question One – How are authenticity and passion 

related? 

This question, for us, has a fundamental meaning within this work, 

because we believe that authenticity and passion are important drivers 

to reach personal goals.  

 

We evaluated within our literature review and the interviews that 

authenticity and passion are very close related. The first connection is 

that authenticity as well as passion are intrinsic values. That means, they 

are enabling each other. How we have already mentioned within the 

previous chapter 3.1 (The Good, the Bad and the Passionate), Hegel 

highlighted that “[n]othing great in the world has ever been accomplished 

without passion” (cited in Vallerand, et al., 2008, p. 1). This statement 

already gives a picture about how authentic values are carried by 

passion. As well Trilling (1972) talks about the strong connection and 

acceptence towards and activity somebody likes . He also talks about the 

will not to hide any ugly aspect of a thing somebody admires. This 
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description sounds, for example, like Vallerand when he talks about 

passion, but it is Trilling regarding authenticity.  

 

Within our interviews, we recognised similar mentioned aspects. For 

example, Chienin highlights that she does what she loves and uses her 

heart to decide and create everything within her entrepreneurial career. 

De Richoufftz names his company his baby, also a very deep and strong 

connection. All these terms fit to Alberonis statement in his famous book 

Falling in love and loving. He talks about the perfect balance between 

authenticity and passion whithin the state of love. As well our 

entrepreneurs are full of love and engagement with what they are doing. 

For this reason, we realised the harmony between the interviewed 

entrepreneurs and their activity and with how much enthusiasm and 

personal values they talked about their passion. They completley identify 

themselves with their creation, their entrepreneurial activity. When 

Letrillard talks about his business, he stresses the importance for him 

that his (business) activity resembles him 100% and carries the same 

values as he does.  

 

To sum up the relation of authenticity and passion, we use Didier’s 

picture he used to illustrate his motivation: “The entrepreneurial idea […] 

came naturalised and echoed our desires” (Didier, 2017). Especially 

towards harmonious passion, Vallerand mentioned that passion needs 

love and a deep intrinsic inclination to create the highest possible 

outcome.  

2.2 Research Question Two – Is it possible to act authentic without 

passion? 

How we have mentioned before, the current and previous questions are 

closely related to each other. However, it is important to answer this 

question in detail, because the literature as well as the interviews show 

an outcome, which has to be highlighted separately.  
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In our personal perception, we have answered the questions, if it is 

possible to act authentic without passion, negatively. But within the 

ongoing process, we discovered statements which changed our opinion. 

One example is given by Vallerand (2003). He talks about the different 

journeys an entrepreneur can make. One option is to come from an 

activity somebody likes and create out of an ongoing process of his/her 

entrepreneurial career. The other possibility is that a person is 

passionate and driven by the entrepreneurial idea and just looking for 

“the right” idea. However, after some time all the authentic values can 

turn into passion (ibid., 2003).  

 

To collect specific information within this topic, we asked our 

respondents to give us an overview of their entrepreneurial career. The 

evaluation of our information shows that three out of seven interviewees 

started with an entrepreneurial desire and not a passionate activity. 

Didier describes his initial setup as a need for “more independence in 

[his] job” and “to be more free of what I was doing”. As well De Richoufftz 

had the initial motivation to be “independent” and in the second-order 

the desire “to do things intelligently by creating an ethical society”. The 

last interviewee within this entrepreneurial journey is Le Lann. He 

mentions in our interview that he had the “desire to create [his] own 

structure and be able to carry out [his] own projects” (Le Lann, 2017). 

 

However, at the end, all respondents mention that they love what they 

do. All of them transformed their authenticity into a passion. Le Lann 

names it “a very great appetite for what I do” (Le Lann, 2017) and the 

proof of clients he receives regularly. Didier is proud of the daily results 

he achieves and “with what [he] sees” (Didier, 2017).  

 

To sum up the answer, we are convinced that it is possible to act 

authentic without passion. However, we see a connection between our 

interviewees and Vallerand (2010). He sees the individual’s identity 

closely linked to passion and displays one’s own being. From our point of 



   

 

77 

view, this also applies to our interview partners, who have changed their 

authenticity into passion.  

2.3 Research Question Three – How does authenticity and passion 

enables entrepreneurs? 

Within the broad view of entrepreneurship, the entrepreneur is seen as a 

sensemaker and therefore is a human being first and foremost (Bjerke, 

2013).  

According to Erickson the self is composed of self-values and role-

identities. The individual is committed to his/her self-values, thus they 

are consistent with whatever the role-identity enacted and the situation. 

If a person finds him-/herself acting against his/her self-values s/he will 

have a feeling of inauthenticity (Erickson, 1995).  

 

Passion arises from within an individual, Vallerand (2010) defines it as a 

“strong inclination toward an activity that people like, that they find 

important, and in which they invest time and energy” (Vallerand, et al., 

2003, p. 757). He also explains that the individual’s identity is closely 

linked to passion and displays one’s own being.  

 

Concerning the way authenticity and passion enable entrepreneurs, we 

think the best circumstances to observe that phenomenon is when they 

start their activity: the moment they move from reflection to action and 

what pushes them to take that step. 

 

Most of them wanted to be independent, and the others had a strong 

interest in their future field of activity. Some had both a passion and an 

independence goal. Other reasons were given, such as: answering a need 

(personal or not), the desire to renewal and new learnings. However, what 

all of them had have in common is the absolut ambition to live according 

to their inner values and therefore to find sense in their activity. This 

implies, for those with no “previous passion”, that as long as the “right 

idea” has not been found, they would not engage in any activity. We define 
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the “right idea” as the project that would answer their personal 

conviction.  

 

Therefore, authenticity seems to enable entrepreneurs in the first step. It 

allows them to recognize the "right idea" and motivates them to take 

action to transform that idea into something tangible.  

Simon Sinek developed the Golden Circle Model  (Sinek, 2009). He 

explains that leaders in any kind of project are successful only when their 

purpose is clear  (Sinek, 2009). 

 

 

Figure 7: The Golden Circle 

 The inner circle represents the 

“why”. Entrepreneurs have to 

be aware of their deep values, 

belief and purpose and use it as 

the point of departure to all 

their actions  (Sinek, 2009) 

 The middle circle symbolizes 

the “how” and refers to the 

strategies used to serve the 

purpose  (Sinek, 2009) 

 The outside circle depicts the 

“what”: into what form is the 

purpose translated in real life  

(Sinek, 2009) 

 

 

In order for any activity to be truly successful (whatever successful 

means), it has to be purpose oriented and not result oriented (Sinek, 

2016). This is the pattern we found among our interviewees, who were 

looking for the “right idea”. 

 

Source: (Sinek, 2009, p. 41) 



   

 

79 

Later on, as long as the entrepreneur's personal values are respected, 

this idea can turn into passion and fuel the entrepreneur when s/he is 

facing difficulties. 

 

Based on the litterature and our findings we are able to define two types 

of entrepreneurs: 

 

 the independence seeking entrepreneur: looking for independence 

and for an activity that answers personal convictions. 

 

 

 the passionate entrepreneur: transforming a passion into a 

professional activity. 

 

 

Type 2:  

 

 

Time 
Finding 

Passionate 

Activity 

Starting 

Entrepreneurial Path 

Type 1:  
 

 

 
Driven by 

Entrepreneurial 

Idea 

Time 
Finding 

„right” 

Idea 

Developing 
Idea 

Passionate 

about Activity 

Driven by  

Passion 

Reflecting 

Driven by  

Passion 

Professional 

Passionate 

Activity 

Source: Authors Figure 8: Driven by Entrepreneurial Idea 

Source: Authors Figure 9: Driven by Passionate Activity 
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2.4 Research Question Four - How do changes in the environment 

impact authenticity and passion? 

A change in the environment can take any form, any size and come from 

any direction. Here, we were interested in what happens after a person 

decides to start his/her project and suddenly has to deal with other social 

actors. 

 

Once a person decides to start an entrepreneurial activity, s/he is moving 

from reflection to action and creating a new identity for him-/herself: the 

entrepreneurial identity. This decision has an impact on the 

environment, since something new is created and a new actor is “born”. 

Moreover, the private reflection (of the new entrepreneur) is put under 

the public gaze and so, under the judgement of external parties. The 

entrepreneur as a person is influenced in its turn. 

 

Chienin explains that she wanted to create a media in accordance with 

her deeply held values. She had no money to launch her project. When 

she publicly anounced her plan to transform her blog into a media, she 

was contacted by important investors. At that moment it was very 

tempting to accept the investment, however she declined the proposition 

in order to keep her freedom and preserve her integrity.  

 

Louis said that he is commited to many stakeholders. He has no choice 

but to give an ear to them. Nevertheless, he expresses his desire to 

“protect my authenticity” and to “bend around” what he is asked to do in 

order to keep acting according to his convictions.  

 

The interviewees all told us about the importance of being influenced and 

being open to the environment. De Richoufftz said “it takes a lot of 

humility, to be able to say “that I do not know how to do” and to know to 

surround oneself with the right people” (De Richoufftz, 2017). Letrillard 

describes self-knowledge as the capacity to listen to third parties. He 

mentions that is also a “self-knowledge, […] opening oneself to others, to 
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the gaze of others on the experience of others, is a questioning of oneself 

but it is good, it is very important”. Le Lann is also talking about being 

open as the building of one self. 

 

The importance of being receptive to its environment, especially the social 

environment, is strongly advocated by the entrepreneurs. However, at the 

same time, they underlined the need to keep one's independence. De 

Richoufftz said “being influenced is important, but you have to keep your 

independence” and Letrillard insisted 

the risk of the entrepreneur is to find himself alone in his decisions. I 
advocate exchange. […] It helps me to make my decisions, my own 
decisions, but it remains my decisions as an entrepreneur. (Letrillard, 
2017)  

 

In the aforementioned situations, we could observe that the self-

knowledge and values of the entrepreneur are tested when exposed to a 

moving and wider environment. They are put under pressure and it can 

be tempting to contravene them for a while. However, it seems that, this 

option is mostly rejected. When the entrepreneur is facing challenges 

his/her inner values and self-knowledge are reinforced and even 

enriched, making their convictions even stronger. 

Subsequently they act as a lighthouse guiding the entrepreneur on 

his/her path. Decisions are taken and actions are oriented under the 

light of the personal values. As a matter of fact, entrepreneurs, being 

embedded in an environment and open to influence, are nevertheless 

acting from their own perspective first. 

 

Moreover, when proceeding according to their own values and belief, the 

entrepreneurs are acting from the inside out. Within the Golden Circle 

Model, they are going from the “why” to the “what” (Sinek, 2009). Doing 

so, they are able to influence their environment in return. By simply 

being, they can attract the “the right followers” who are sharing the same 

values and will contribute to the strength of the activity. The 

entrepreneur´s behavior becomes an indicator and a guide for the 

followers. 
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We think it is important to mention that, when asked directly about their 

conception of authenticity, the interviewees talked about “having no 

filters”, “being in the less artificial position possible”, “being transparent”, 

"respect" and "communication". This vocabulary refers more to sincerity, 

which should not be confused with authenticity. Sincerity implies an 

interaction with someone else (Trilling, 1972), whereas authenticity is 

about "one’s relationship with oneself" (Erickson, 1995, p. 124). 

Nevertheless, the entrepreneurs put themselves entirely in their activity 

that they consider as an extension of self. The transparency they are 

talking about requires a deep knowledge of oneself. Indeed, when "going 

public" they become a subject of potential critics, in order to be able to 

bare the critics one must be sure of who s/he is and of his/her values. 

As a matter of fact, the entrepreneurs consider transparency as, first of 

all, a "requirement", something "unavoidable" and even go further 

considering it as acting as a motor for progression "Transparency is 

something that carries you, which pushes you to go beyond and progress" 

(De Richoufftz, 2017). 

 

Passion comes from within the self and is linked to intrinsic motivation 

(Vallerand, 2010). It is described as something else than emotions by 

Kant as emotions are triggered by external inputs and ephemeral. 

Passion, however, arises from the self and stays longer. Passion, taking 

its source within the self, is therefore impacted by the environment as 

well and can be fluctuating. 

 

The interviews revealed different situations and reactions: 

When the project is going well, the initial interest, that motivated the 

creation process, can turn into passion. 
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On the other hand, when obstacle and complications are encountered, 

passion can act as a motor pushing people to be creative, patient and not 

to give up. Nevertheless, on the long run, passion seems to be altered and 

not strong enough to fuel people anymore. Louis explains: 

You feel that you lose energy, because everything takes so long and you 
are discussing every single thing at least three or five or ten times. […] I 
don't know if I have enough passion to do things like this for the rest of 
my life. (Louis, 2017) 

 

Hegel (1770-1831) said “nothing great in the world has ever been 

accomplished without passion” (Vallerand, et al., 2008, p. 1). However, 

passion does not only have good outcomes. Therefore, in Descartes' view, 

passion should be controlled and use carefully (Vallerand, 2015). 

Vallerand developped the dualistic model separating two kinds of passion 

(Vallerand, 2010):  

 

 The harmonious passion taking a major part of the person's life but 

not being in conflict with the other components of his/her life 

(Vallerand, 2010) 

 The obsessive passion becoming the main identifier of an individual 

and regulating his/her social and personal view (Vallerand, 2010) 

 

No matter whether the project is progressing well or facing obstacles, the 

entrepreneurs all evocated, beside their effectual working time, the notion 

of brain time. Brain time is the phenomenon happening when the 

individual cannot cut off from his/her entrepreneur role because his/her 

brain is always focused on the activity. All entrepreneurs acknowledged 

the importance of finding the balance between their private life and their 

work life, to take reflection times and holidays. Nevertheless, the reality 

shows that it is “easier said than done”, all of them depicted a real 

struggle to find a work/life balance. 



   

 

84 

2.5 Research Question Five – Are successful entrepreneurs 

authentic and passionate? 

To answer this question, we have to divide this question into two different 

perspectives – monetary and personal success. Due to the fact, that 

monetary success is hard to measure, we cannot give an answer to this 

question. In addition, some of our respondents underlined that they 

declined answers from investors, to keep their own values within their 

project (Chienin), or even looked for an added value within their society 

(Letrillard). However, all of the mentioned reason above and according to 

our theme, we would like to emphasize the inner values and feelings of 

our interviewees. 

 

For this reason, we checked our interviews for statements which indicate 

the personal success and situations which enable them. Chienin, for 

example, experienced her “strong audience” and the fruitful feedback she 

received by her community. As well Letrillard talks about the rewarding 

situations in his entrepreneurial career and the “respect” he gains and 

exchanges with his environment.  

 

For us, it is hard to answer the question clearly. Related to our interviews, 

our experts are authentic and passionate about what they are doing. 

Regarding the success, we can only extract what we read between the 

lines and interpret a general satisfaction and personal success out of 

their fruitful work.  
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Conclusion 

Within the process of our master thesis, we got a comprehensive 

understanding of authenticity, passion and entrepreneurs. We created as 

well a general understanding of the sensemaking process which is a key 

to our thesis and gives a deeper understanding. 

 

Within our discussion, we realised not only some major connections 

between authenticity and passion. We also got a deeper understanding 

of the whole development cycle within an entrepreneurial career. During 

our personal sensemaking process, we created our model (presented in 

chapter “Discussion – 2. Entrepreneurial Action Cycle”) which helped us 

afterwards to deepen our understanding of the theoretical ideas as well 

as to classify collected information within our interviews. The process of 

knowledge revealed a big picture of the entrepreneur and the 

environment s/he is dealing with. The resulted drawing is like a huge 

mosaic. Seen from the distance, all the small parts give a harmonious 

picture – the crated model. From afar the environment, the separation, 

the entrepreneur, the action and all the connections are visible. 

 

But with every step you approach the picture; you can see more and more 

details. The single environmental influences, the entrepreneur has to deal 

with. Every interaction requires a decision, an answer. Sometimes the 

entrepreneur is also asked to recognise the details of environmental 

changes or passive influences. Perhaps only nuances or shades of 

indicators. In any case, the entrepreneur has to be bright and prudent to 

realise details in a permanently moving surrounding. Furthermore, it is 

not only necessary to persist hints; every possible activity has to be 

clearly and visionary evaluated, the impact estimated and chances 

predicted. Because the particular challenge is to make a decision that 

will influence the environment, which will be re-influence the decision-

maker.  

Looking even closer at the picture, one recognises the individual motives, 

values, triggers, social and entrepreneurial responsibilities and 
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individual obstacles, which must be overcome. All these small details are 

influencing the individual sensemaking process and perception. This 

leads to decisions and reactions of the environment, which can challenge 

the entrepreneur. Maybe with negative outcomes, maybe with positive. 

However, the whole procedure is iterated and for every single change from 

status quo, it will be repeated.  

 

Within this closed and detailed view, we realised that the people we have 

interviewed, created a new role within their lives. Before they started their 

entrepreneurial path, they had already a set of roles. These different 

identities are within everybody and used in different situations (Erickson, 

1995). For example, Chienin is and was passionate about writing her 

personal blog about afro-centred topics (African culture and fashion). She 

inspired people with her authentic way to talk about a topic she loves. 

Thus, Chienin has a role as a blogger, beside others – like an employee 

or a “private” person. When she decides to start her entrepreneurial 

career, the employee role disappeared and an entrepreneur role 

appeared. This change of roles is normal and part of our personal 

development and, according to Erickson, normal to use a preferred role 

to act towards others. However, when our interviewees talk about their 

weekly working time, the majority mentions a work load between 70 to 

100 hours. In addition, De Richoufftz, for example, states to have no clear 

weekly structure and Chienin no time for holidays. This collected 

information leads us to the assumption that the entrepreneurial role 

takes over among all the other individuals’ roles. According to Vallerand 

(2010), this state of work is on a long run defined as obsessive passion 

or can even turn into workaholism. However, both states are dangerous, 

unhealthy and will harm the private life. In other words, we assume that 

the entrepreneurial role takes over among the existing set of roles.  

The last point, we want to highlight in our discussion is the fact that the 

most of our interviewees were passionate about being self-employed and 

independent, but not about a specific activity. Furthermore, they had the 

strong intrinsic inclination to create something which corresponds to 
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their own values. This recognition was surprising for us, but during the 

whole process we realised that they are truly honest. On the other side, 

it is astonishing, how the “right” activity causes the initial ignition trigger, 

which leads them to their own entrepreneurial journey. However, it 

should be noted that all of our interviewees fall in love with their current 

activities afterwards. Which leads us to the acceptance that not always a 

passionate activity is required to start the own entrepreneurial idea. But 

a passion to follow one’s own values and the right trigger to start the 

chain reaction to fall in love.  

 

Limitations and Further Research  

Our experts were all born in between 1980 and 1995. Thus, they are all 

part of the same generation called “the Millennials” (Thau, 2013). This 

particular generation has its own codes, hopes, aspirations and 

ambitions. In order to create a more complete overview, future survey 

work in this area might include individuals from other generations (such 

as the “baby boomers” or the generation Z) who have different life 

expectations. 

 

As a matter of fact, these young experts, in terms of age, were also young 

entrepreneurs (they started their activity less than three years ago for the 

majority). Further research could also include individuals with more 

experience in their entrepreneurial role, who would be able to put things 

in a broader perspective. This input would allow to reach a wider 

understanding of the interaction between authenticity, passion and an 

entrepreneurial life. 

 

Moreover, none of the entrepreneur we interviewed created his/her 

activity because s/he had no other choice to make a living. The reason 

motivating the creation is, we assume, of great importance, and the 

impact of passion and authenticity would probably be perceived in a fairly 

different manner. For that reason, future research could investigate 
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entrepreneurs who created their activity out of a necessity, which make 

a comparison possible. 

 

Out of seven entrepreneurs, six were male. Therefore, we are unable to 

give a divided statement. Future survey could investigate the impact of 

gender over entrepreneurship, passion, authenticity and their relation. 

 

We decided to investigate entrepreneurship within the perspective of the 

more extended view (business, social and citizen entrepreneurs). 

Nevertheless, six out of seven experts were business entrepreneurs. 

Additional investigations could include entrepreneurs from various 

backgrounds as a mean to explore if passion and authenticity have the 

same importance when different issues are at stake. 

 

One of the entrepreneurs took the decision to end his activity. The others 

had to face obstacles and difficulties but no major calling into question. 

Future survey might look into the triggers of ending an entrepreneurial 

project. This could also include the decisive elements or the reflection 

process due to which the entrepreneur approaches this significant 

choice. Entrepreneurs in a position of failure could also be included in 

the study. However, since failure is poorly regarded in Europe, 

entrepreneurs in such a situation might not be interested in giving an 

interview. Adding questions about what the respondent considers as 

failure, why, and what would bring them to stop their project could be a 

first step to the revealing of the entrepreneur's inner mechanism in 

challenging situations. 

 

Our research is a snapshot of seven entrepreneurs from the beginning of 

their project up to their current situation. Future research could be done 

under the form of a long time survey over several years including regular 

meetings with the entrepreneurs. This process would allow a possible 

observation of the different factors throughout time.  
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Finally, all the entrepreneurs we interviewed are from Middle and West 

European countries. Thus we have just been able to draw a picture of the 

different element's interrelation within the European environment. 

Further study could include entrepreneurs from different origins so the 

picture is broadened and includes other conceptions of what passion is, 

how authenticity is reached and what the impact on the entrepreneurial 

role is.  
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