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"Who is an Entrepreneur?" Is
a Question Worth Asking
James W. Carland
Frank Hoy
Jo Ann C. Carland
This paper is a response to Gartner's critique of definitions posited by Carland, Hoy,
Boulton and Carland (1984) for "entrepreneur" and small business owner." The
paper concludes that both trait and behavioral approaches to research are necessary in order to understand the concept of entrepreneurship.

It is incumbent upon scholars to define their terms as they conduct and report
on their research. Is it also required that all researchers work from identical definitions? If textbooks represent translations of research into practical instruction,
the answer is obviously negative. Authors begin with definitions of their major
constructs, e.g., "organization" or "management" or "leadership" or "entrepreneurship." Any working differences among authors modifies the definition
being conveyed. Nevertheless, one principle of management text can generally
be substituted for another, one introduction to marketing text for another, etc.

THE CONCEPT OF ENTREPRENEURSHIP
Currently, no single definition of "entrepreneur" has been uniformly accepted
in the literature. Schumpeter (1934) credits Mill (1848) with bringing the term
into general use among economists, but the word was used much earlier than
that. Cantillon, circa 1700, described an entrepreneur as a rational decision
maker who assumes the risk and provides management for the firm (Kilby,
1971). Entrepreneur is derived from the French verb "entreprendre" which
means to undertake, to attempt, to try in hand, to contract for; or, to adventure,
to try (Girard, 1962). Mill (1848) focused on risk bearing as the key differentiating factor between entrepreneurs and managers. Consequently, it should come
as no surprise that the Webster's New World Dictionary defines the term as one
who organizes and manages a business and undertakes the risk for the sake of
profit. Despite the long history of the term, scholars continue to disagree as to
who is an entrepreneur (Carland, Hoy, Boulton, & Carland, 1984).
Carland et al. were concerned about the lack of precision in the entrepreneurship literature: authors typically failed to define their terms and collected data on
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diverse samples, most frequently owners of small, independent businesses. Are
small business owners always entrepreneurs? If so, why are there two terms?
And, if so, what are the implications for corporate entrepreneurship? Carland et
al. posited that small business owners and entrepreneurs are not the same. They
proposed that entrepreneurship can be distinguished from small business ownership by a venture strategy oriented toward growth and innovation. They subsequently examined a sample of owners of small businesses and found that entrepreneurs could be differentiated based on articulated venture strategies and that
the entrepreneurs were characterized by significantly different personality traits
and behavioral preferences (Carland, Carland, Hoy & Boulton, 1988).
By questioning the validity of asking "Who is the Entrepreneur," Gartner
takes issue with Carland et al. on two fronts: 1) He argues that we are wrong to
focus on intentionality while he is right to focus on creation, and 2) He contends
that it is the act of entrepreneurship that warrants study, not who is engaged in
the act.
We should note that words are simply representations of concepts and are
therefore frequently ambiguous. In this vein one is reminded of Aesop's fable
concerning the blind men and the elephant, ln the case of enlrepreneurship
scholars, the sense that is missing is not sight; rather, it is the ability to perceive
motives and cognitive processes. When scholars so handicapped approach the
description of an entrepreneur, can it be any surprise that some will perceive a
rope, others a snake and still others, a tree? Should the disagreement which results force the discipline to forego a definition, permitting each researcher to
establish his or her own description of the creature? Should the disagreement
force scholars to abandon the quest by posing a different question? Since we
don't know what it is, what does it eat? Of course not! The disagreement should
promote deeper investigation into the concept itself, just as it has since the first
humans disputed over the nature of tights in the night sky.

THE TRAIT APPROACH: A MORIBUND SUBJECT
FOR RESEARCH?
Gartner presents a selective, but reasonably representative compilation of
studies of entrepreneurship. Interestingly, his observations are not dramatically
different from those of Carland in his original work (Carland, 1982): definitions
are rare and inconsistent; samples are neither homogeneous nor compaiable; and
entrepreneurial profiles are inconsistent and often not significantly different from
the genera! population. Gartner and Carland draw different conclusions from
these observations, however. They demonstrate to Gartner the fruitlessness of
trait research. Alternatively, Carland saw the need for improving methodology
before giving up. Might we leam something about the entrepreneur if we explicitly define our terms and select more homogeneous samples and control groups?
Gartner offers Yeats's (1956) question, "How can we know the Dancer from
the Dance?" The essence of the pursuit of the heffalump is contained in that
quotation. If one cannot discern the dancer from the dance then the two are
inextricably bound and one cannot understand the one without the other. If more
knowledge is desired about small business ventures, then one must leam more
about the individuals who create and manage them, because the two are inextricably bound.
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Researchers who are caught up in a debate between "trait" or "behavioral"
schools, if in faet such exist, have lost the directional thrust first provided by the
concept of entrepreneurship. The definitional issue is simply an intermediary step
in pursuing the question of "why."
Researchers have a variety of reasons for studying entrepreneurship. These
range from a simple desire to know on the part of the researcher, to attempts to
aid in the support and fostering of entrepreneurship. Many researchers are aiming
ultimately at behavior modification objectives, i.e., encouraging more people to
start businesses, increasing the survival rate of small businesses, enhancing the
efftcacy of assistance and education programs and curricula. The simple fact is
that one cannot modify a behavior pattern without first understanding why an
individual behaves in a particular manner.
Consider Gartner's baseball team analogy. If one wished to field an outstanding baseball team how wouid one go about doing that? Would a deep
knowledge of the background, physical and personality attributes of players and
coaches at various positions be a reasonable beginning? Such knowledge would
surely be valuable, not because it would permit one to identify baseball players,
but because a baseball team is much more than a collection of players and
coaches. It is the interaction of skillful and motivated people in an environment
conducive to their success which makes a baseball team. This is a lesson which
has been learned by countless athletic and other endeavors over the centuries: the
whole is greater than the sum of its parts. The "whole" is extremely complex. If
one hopes to comprehend it, then first one must understand the parts. Understanding the parts is far from simple because it is the human animal which we
study.
What is a baseball player? Is it simply one who plays baseball? Are there not
differences between the relative success of players of baseball? Clearly, there are
differences in success. Are these simply the result of the environment and interaction with other players and coaches? The interaction is definitely a factor, but
physical abilities have an influence as well. Do personality factors play a role?

DIFFERENTIATION BY INTENTIONALITY: THE RISK
OF AMBIGUITY
In the Cariand et al. article critiqued by Gartner, we attempted to articulate a
foundation for empirical investigation into the phenomenon of entrepreneurship.
We used the terms "entrepreneur" and "small business owner" to distinguish
between owners of small businesses. We postulated that an individual's goals and
objectives, perceptions, personality and management practices could establish
distinguishing criteria. We proposed definitions for the terms "entrepreneur"
and "small business owner" employing those criteria. We made no attempt to
solve all the interpretational problems which any collection of terms inevitably
create because the article was based on theory. Empirical analysis was, and is.
required to reveal those factors.
Gartner contends that the result of our definition is actually an increase of
"ambiguity in what is already a definitional dilemma." He bases his argument
on the difficulty of defining an innovative product or an innovative company.
Apparently, if a phenomenon occurs along a continuum rather than in a discrete
category, researchers will be unable to classify and interpret. We recognize the
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risk of ambiguity in our definitions. The risk is compounded because we operationalize our definitions through intentionality, either in articulated strategies or
observed behaviors. Both fall prey to subjective interpretation.
Few classification schemes are exclusive and/or exhaustive, especially those
involving complex human behavior. We have attempted to exclude from the definition of entrepreneurship certain managers and behaviors. Similarly, Gartner's
focus, as we shall see, is exclusionary of specific actions and individuals. It is
worth noting, however, that there is a rich body of literature from which a researcher could select methods for operationalizing innovation (Albetti & Stuart,
1986; Humphrey, 1987; Price & Mueller, 1986).
Our purpose has been to raise the consciousness level of researchers of entrepreneurship as regards one of the key parts of the whole of entrepreneurship: the
individual. The appearance of citations of that article indicates that scholars are
paying more attention to the individuals being examined (Birley, 1987;
Brockhaus, 1987; Naughton, 1987; Sexton, 1987). No longer is it acceptable to
say that one is investigating "entrepreneurs" without further reference to identifying characteristics of the sample. As Gartner points out, such practices were
common in the past. Researchers must now define their terms or risk rejection of
their research results by their peers. In a recent symposium on the definition of
entrepreneurship which was conducted by Robert Brockhaus, a consensual definition did not appear, but the group of researchers resoundingly declared that
every researcher ought to establish his or her definitions in order to legitimize
research findings. There is increasing recognition that there are subsets of individuals within any group of owners of small businesses which are obviously
different.

THE AOT OF ENTREPRENEURSHIP
We accept Gartner's right to propose organization creation as the critical factor
that delineates entrepreneurship from other activities. Whether this approach becomes generally accepted among scholars and researchers, time will tell. As we
indicated above, this view is, like ours, exclusionary. Are we prepared to omit
corporate venturing from the field of entrepreneurship unless a new organization
results? Do we now exclude business inheritors from entrepreneurial studies?
Does the purchase of a business not include entrepreneurial activity? Gartner uses
the words "I believe" several times in his article, and it is important to keep in
mind that he is espousing his beliefs and opinions, not axioms about the entrepreneurial process.
Literally thousands of organizations are created and die every year. The tremendous disparity in the purposes, experiences and impacts of those firms makes
it clear that they are not a homogeneous group. Furthermore, research into life
experiences points out that a host of factors from parental employment through
job displacement plays major roles in initiating enterprise start-ups. If we hope to
understand the concept of entrepreneurship, then we must recognize that factors
prior to, during and after the launching of a new venture all have effects on the
performance of that venture. We cannot isolate research efforts on only part of
the whole. All of the parts as well as their interaction must be understood.
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TRAITS: LEGITIMATE TOPICS FOR RESEARCH
An examination of our definition shows that we emphasized purposes and
strategies. Gartner chose to criticize our article as an example of the trait viewpoint because we called for further research into characteristics of entrepreneurs
by investigators who delineate entrepreneurs more carefully from small business
owners. Are we wrong to advocate such studies? Not if the interests of active
researchers in the field are any indication. A survey of 63 participants in the 1986
Babson College Entrepreneurship Research Conference resulted in "Entrepreneurial Characteristics and Traits" being ranked as the top category of interest
among 13 choices (Ronstadt, Homaday, Peterson & Vesper, 1986). In addition
to that finding, there are other arguments for studying traits.
A review of the psychology literature leads to the inescapable conclusion that
personality, however it is defined, has a marked infiuence on education, career,
marriage—all aspects of life. Furthermore, the development of one's personality, although it continues throughout life, is largely set during the formative
years (Myers & Myers, 1980). Any attempt to isolate what people do from what
they are is an attempt to separate the dancer from the dance. Perhaps a factor in
the diversity of research findings has its genesis in such an attempt. Of course,
methodological factors ranging from sample identification and development to
statistical interpretation are continuing problems, but personality cannot be overlooked.
Those of us who educate and study entrepreneurs quickly observe that business
creators possess all possible combinations of personality traits. The intricacies of
human personality and experience ensure that no two people will be identical in
their traits. Does that prohibit personality from meriting study? Obviously not.
All varieties of human endeavor are fascinating due to the peculiarities and variations personalities bring them. Should we discontinue the study of entrepreneurs
because they are al! different? We cannot expect millions of business owners to
have the same set of traits. Are certain traits unusually recurrent? Do some differentiate the owners of the innovative, growth oriented firms from others? Are
there public policy implications in being able to make the differentiation? Can we
affect environments that stimulate growth firms?

THE NEED FOR CONTINUING DEBATE
The definitions in the Carland et al. article are not, and were not intended as.
the final word on the subject. Full and complete understanding of entrepreneurship may be beyond our grasp as Cole (1969) suggests. It is indeed a complex
and dynamic process. Nevertheless, we can and have made progress toward understanding the phenomena. This progress has come from debate. Some of us
focus on the people; some of us focus on the organization. All viewpoints are
needed. Some of us see entrepreneurs as trees, others as snakes, others as ropes,
others as walls. This is as it should be. By comparing and debating our findings,
we come to a greater understanding of the whole.
Diversity is exemplified by recent research efforts by the authors of this article. Carland and Carland (1987) have conducted more in-depth studies of the
traits and behaviors of entrepreneurs. They have found support for the view that
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there are distinctions between entrepreneurs and other groups, specifically, smal!
business owners and managers in larger organizations.
Hoy (1987) is examining population ecology models in terms of their application to community development strategies. Is it possible to manipulate an environment in order to stimulate entrepreneurial activity? Entrepreneurial traits are
studied as possible contingent factors in the venture creation process.
In conclusion, we find that Gartner has made an important contribution to the
debate on entrepreneurship. He is precise in his use of the term, and he forces
researchers to reexamine the premises on which their investigations are based.
Yet there are two great caveats of which we must never lose sight if we wish
our discipline to grow and develop. First, we must be careful never to propose
any action which would close or deter any pursuit of knowledge. It is only
through our disagreement that we can leam. Finally, we must never succumb to
egotism. It is right that we demand a rigorous and logical theoretical base and a
sound methodological approach from our peers. But, we can never presume that
our own knowledge is adequate to close the door of debate on other thinkers.
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