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Abstract
The relationships between entrepreneurial competecmmpetence development and entrepreneurial rpgafce in

small firms represent an area that has fascinasehrchers for decades. Identifying such linkagi@ésb important for
entrepreneurship education research and practicehi$ study modern concepts of individual competernvere
integrated with entrepreneurship and organizatiteshing theory, leading to the following reseagectestion: How do
high- and low-performing small firms differ in tesmof the extent to which their owner-managéegelop and use
specific entrepreneurial competence? A multiplersewcase study was conducted in which quantitang qualitative
data from 19 firms from a specific industry in tNetherlands were combined. Based on the differebe@seen high-
and low-performing firms, seven propositions wenfulated that further specify the relationshipsween
entrepreneurial performance, the owner-managensipetence and the development of this competence.rd@sults
indicate thathe relationship between entrepreneurial performan competence is influenced by business godls an
the owner-managers’ competence awareness. It goped that entrepreneurial performance is coretlatth the
development of competence associated with the firgise of the identification and pursuit of an apjdty.
Furthermore, the results suggest interdependentéebr existing competence and competence develdpwithin

competence domains (horizontal development), ahdds:n competence domains (vertical development).

Introduction

Small firms, employing less than 50 persons, arpomant contributors to employment and economic
growth of the European Union (Audretsch et al., ®0®mall firms have to anticipate increasingly to
competition, new markets, new demands, new rulesl aegulations (Gray, 2002). What is
entrepreneurialism in existing small firms, and haw it learned and developed over time?
Entrepreneurialism in small firms is often equatetth a particular role or style of the owner-managéich
focuses on gaining profit, efficiency, specialirati expansion and optimization of management.
Entrepreneurs are thus solely portrayed as monegsdrefficiency-orientated, optimizing manager®isT
representation, however, only partly reflects tlomoeptualization of entrepreneurship which has eghin
ground over the last decennium among entreprengussholars, who see entrepreneurship as the sghola
examination of the processes of identification @undsuit of opportunities, including the individualgho
identify and pursue them (Shane & VenkataramanPR0Dhrough these processes small business owner-
mangers are able to effectively respond to changethe policy environment, markets, competition,
technology, societal demands and sustainabilityatt be observed from specific, often anecdotamgtes

in daily practice that some owner-managers seerbetaquite successful in developing themselves as

‘entrepreneurs’ as conceptualized above, for imgtdhrough diversification (starting new or compésrary
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firms) or innovation. However, it is not clear whilagy have learned in this process and whethetdhising
is indeed related to increased performance. Inrovderds, how are entrepreneurial competence, its
development and entrepreneurial performance relateahall firms?

This question is intriguing from a scientific aslas practical point of view. From a scholarly
perspective, there is a growing body of researelt #tknowledges the importance of moving beyond
classical entrepreneurial human capital variablies. ducation and prior experience) in explaining
performance, for instance by focusing more on dogniabilities, social skills and behaviours (see f
instance Baron & Markman, 2003; Dyer et al., 20R&uch et al., 2005). Furthermore, researcherssdinas
learning and development of entrepreneurial hunagoital by owner-managers of existing small firms ha
been a neglected area of research (Rae, 2007). &noractical point of view, entrepreneurial leagnand
development requires that owner-managers havehiniitp their own entrepreneurial profile, strerggtind
weaknesses and an awareness of typical (oftenditf)ptiehavioural patterns. A better focus on wisat i
relevant for owner-managers and what is subjedtdming and development could improve learning for
entrepreneurship in existing small firms.

This paper is structured as follows. The next sactinfolds the underlying theoretical framework
central to this study. This is done by introducifaur perspectives on owner-managers’ inputs to
entrepreneurial endeavours. The discussed literattrands include trait, human capital, competera
organizational learning perspectives on entrepneshgu Subsequently, the firm performance, or outgide
of entrepreneurship is discussed. The theoretreamhdwork is followed by sections in which the apgli
methods and results are reported. Finally, conmhssand implications for researchers and practt®mare

discussed.

Theoretical framework
Beyond traits and general human capital
In research on desirable assets of entrepreneussjedy of characteristics have been scrutinifabted in
theories of personality psychology, essential,|stéhits of entrepreneurs have been identifiedh achigh
need for achievement (McClelland, 1967) and intelowus of control (Begley & Boyd, 1987). Recenttme
analysis from Rauch and Frese (2007) and Zhao a@ltehgues (2010) show that the effect sizes ofstiai
explaining entrepreneurial success remain smafidderate (between .09 and .30). Of the generaFRig-
personality constructs, openness to experienceeisaw/ conscientiousness were found to be mosidyec:
to entrepreneurial intentions and performance (Zled@l. 2010). Nonetheless, trait-approaches haen
heavily criticized throughout the last decades wmfidential scholars in the field have gquestionedetther
this research tradition would lead to a better wstdading of entrepreneurial behaviour given theege
nature of traits (Gartner, 1989). Furthermore,adlst characteristics view could never explain wiudies
reported significant relationships between partitign in entrepreneurship education programmes and
entrepreneurial success (based on growth, sumated and income) (Charney & Libecap, 2000).

A second stream of research which studies theioeldtetween entrepreneurial inputs and firm

success has its origin in management/economic th&iudies which traditionally focus on the relatio
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between financial success and human resourceshgiveoots in human capital theory (Becker, 1964)is
theory was used to study the effects of employeesiments in human capital on earnings and consompt
(Becker, 1964). Later, human capital theory wadiegdo small firm settings as well, where it haseb
studied as a characteristic of the entrepreneuelation to business performance. Human capitauich
studies includes a hierarchy of knowledge andsskilla given point in time, which are assumed tonbees
or less transferable (Ucbasaran et al.,, 2008). A-es¢ablished body of literature outlines the pusi
relationship between all sorts of human capitaia@es of the entrepreneur and firm performancg. (e.
Colombo & Grilli, 2005; Davidsson, 1991). Suchd&s on human capital share a pragmatic, but sstipli
operationalization of human capital. Typical exéspof such operationalizations include years of
experience and types of education, which only tosaperficially upon the behaviours and activities
implemented by entrepreneurs when performing thveirk (Skuras et al., 2005) and provide little ifig
into the complex relationships and synergistic @ffeoften observed between human capital and
performance (Baum et al., 2001; Rauch et al., 2005)

The concept of competence can be seen as a thimdeptmal strand for studying specific
entrepreneurial human capital in small firms (Mamle 2002). Although a focus on competence iatieh
to performance is not essentially new (Boyatzis32t9McClelland, 1987), its meaning and use in the
scientific literature have changed considerablg wariety of professions during the last decaddd@o &
Gosling, 2006; Capaldo et al.,, 2006; Cheetham &véMsi 1996; Hager, 2004; McMullan et al., 2003;
Sandberg, 2000; Velde, 1999). Unlike previous dedins of competence as a unique de-contextualized
construct which could be anything from a trait peafic knowledge, current interpretations of cotepee
represent a comprehensive, context-specific conaépation of the construct. Competence is herenddf
as the ability to apply a set of integrated knowgksdskills and attitudes within a specific positaord context
(Mulder et al., in presskEntrepreneurial competence can thus be seen as the competentzd redathe
identification and pursuit of opportunities; whigh a specific but essential task in small business
management that relates to firm innovation, diveeion and growth. More specifically, it refere t
activities such as identifying customer needs, sicgnthe environment, formulating strategies, hingg
networks together, taking initiative, introduciniyersity and collaboration (Bird, 1995; ChandlerJ&nsen,
1992; Dyer et al., 2008; Gibb, 2002; Man et alQ20Sadler-Smith et al., 2003). This task excluclier
important, typically technical or managerial tashgch as managing production processes, supply-chain
management, personnel administration, finance anttal.

Thus, contrary to the trait and general human abgipproaches, competence as defined here

introduces a more task-specific lens to the stddii@enterprising owner-manager in small firms.

Entrepreneurial competence from a dynamic per spective

In small business and entrepreneurship literatucesets of research questions that address enteapral
competence have been studied. One aims at theratipéoidentification of all sorts of relevant asfeof
entrepreneurial competence in a variety of indestincluding primary production (Man & Lau, 2005;

Nuthall, 2006). A second, much smaller, strandesfearch has tried to link self-assessed competentie



owner-managers to venture performance (Chandlear&eh, 1992). However, both types of studies reveal
little about the dynamics involved in the use aprgtedopment of competence. Furthermore, approadtes |
these suggest that entrepreneurialism is a pundlyidualistic practice, and this assumption is sugpported
by narratives and case studies of professionatipeaand entrepreneurship which identify sociatiattion
as a major driver for entrepreneurial learning aeyelopment (Dimov, 2007; Drakopoulou Dodd &
Anderson, 2007; Rae, 2006).

While there are various models of organizationatrieng, the so-called four | (41) model of Crossan
and colleagues (1999) is particularly applicableaanore dynamic approach to entrepreneurial coemget
It is the only (organizational) learning model weokv of which has been described in close relatothe
process of identification and pursuit of opportigst(Dutta & Crossan, 2005) and which allows foidgtng
individual development without neglecting social diaion. The original Crossan et al. (1999) model
consists of four processes, which mark differerdigels associated with the overall, ongoing procéss o
identification and pursuit of opportunities. It g with intuiting (the first 1), which is the phase in which
the individual (e.g. entrepreneur) begins to dgvelesight with respect to a possibility or business
opportunity. Important aspects of this processexerience, alertness and information-seeking hebav
(Crossan et al., 1999; Zietsma et al. 2002). Tlters and third processes in the 41 modeliaterpreting
andintegrating. In these two processes there is a move away tinenindividualistic character of learning.
Whereas interpreting emphasizes the importancestfarking (to create a clearer meaning of the idea)
integrating stresses the creation of better unaledstg through dialogue and joint action, such as
experimentation (Zietsma et al., 2002). The folyrihstitutionalizing emphasizes the organizational level of
learning in terms of how the entrepreneur integrdtes/her individual learning into structures, syss,
procedures and strategies. Jones and Macphers06)(@ad that the 41 model should give more prontinen
consideration to organizations adjacent to the Isfinal, since opportunities for new products andviases
often require involvement of an external partneg.(a chain or network partner). Therefore they adidth
I, intertwining, which represents active engagement with othersfims an important source for introducing
new ideas as well as exploiting existing ones (S@&&acpherson, 2006).

Thus, departing from the individual level of anaydut acknowledging active social mediation, the
development of entrepreneurial competence can ba ss a dynamic process of moving from the
construction of an idea to the pursuit of an emmgyrgopportunity through phases of interpretation,

integration, institutionalizing and intertwining twikey partners and stakeholders.

Entrepreneurial performance

Studying the relationship between the learningemmising individual and firm performance represent
several challenges. First of all, before addrestigyrelationship it is important to realize thlaé majority

of small firms tend to stay at a relatively stalaeel of operation after the founding phase. Thoginot
necessarily indicate a lack of competence. Althotlngine are only a few specific (longitudinal) selihat
address this point, literature suggests that tHatioaship between competence and performance is

influenced by other variables such as goals, $Btfaey, passion and vision of the owner-manager
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(Bergevoet et al., 2004; Baum & Locke, 2004; Gortinal., 2008). Furthermore, the notion of firm
performance in itself is disputable, since a penéomce advantage (e.g. size) over other firms isanot
measure of entrepreneurial performance per se €Sharenkatarman, 2000). Murphy et al. (1996) previd
a systematic overview of performance dimensions @edsures used in entrepreneurship literature. By
reviewing 71 dimensions that were used to map padace, they concluded that research at that time
lacked justification for the selection of certaiménsions and that only in a few cases were mane time or
two dimensions used. When investigating entrepné@lecompetence at the individual level, it is imnamt

to use comparable performance constructs at thelével. Davidsson (2007) therefore argues thet kiey

to distinguish between venture performance, i.@arfcial performance such as net income, and
entrepreneurial performance. What is regarded aemeneurial performance at the firm level depeorls
the definition of entrepreneurship that is usedobBbly the most straightforward way to capture
entrepreneurial performance is by using a dichotofrfyrm start-up versus no firm start-up. As sthie the
introduction, this article takes a process definitiof entrepreneurship. This means that entrepriieu
performance indicators other than dichotomous djgeval definitions should be used. Many authors
contend that firm growth is, at least to some ebtan aspect of entrepreneurship (Davidsson e2@D5).
Just as starting or not starting a firm is congdeto be entrepreneurial, striving for growth isacal
considered to be more entrepreneurial than ren@bistisble over time, since growth will increasefiha’'s
complexity over time. Growth is thus more than acréase in sales for a short period; it reflectsnger
time period in which aspects such as assets antbgeas are extended (Davidsson et al., 2005). Hewev
growth can be realized in different ways, not dllhich are necessarily entrepreneurial. Refertmghe
earlier definition which included entrepreneurigportunities, growth is also associated with newnas
innovation. Entrepreneurial opportunities diffenrfr normal possibilities to optimize the efficienoy
existing products in the sense that the former lies® new means-ends relationships (Shane &
Venkataraman, 2000). The mere acquisition of awoftii small businesses which are already up andngnn
are therefore in this study not considered as prareurial growth.

To sum up, the described extended notions of thermmsing individual (i.e. entrepreneurial
competence and its development) are presumed teldted to the outlined conceptions of entrepreakur
performance on the firm level. There is a need isertangle those relationships more precisely,esinc
studies at present have either paid little attentitask-specificity of entrepreneurial inputse thynamics
associated with the opportunity process or to aakequperformance measures that really capture
entrepreneurial endeavours on the small firm le&etordingly, our specific research question waswHio
high- and low-performing small firms differ in tesnof the extent to which their owner-managdegelop

anduse specific entrepreneurial competence?



Methods

The current study was situated in an industry Vediwn for its innovative strength: greenhouse leatture

in the Netherlands. It is a major global playet th@es not receive any significant support fromEaeopean
Common Agricultural Policy (CAP). A multiple-sour@ase study approach was employed in which data
sets from various sources were combined and vatiarsgulation methods were used (Denzin, 1990). A
multiple-source case study approach like this éfgured above a single-source approach since cemet
and competence development draw heavily on intggpe and retrospection, and self-reported data on
competence can be influenced by hindsight bias gmespondents, social desirability of certain amswe
and other biases (Bernard, 2006). Concerning emtneprial performance, an in-depth approach is also

desirable, since growth and innovation indicateesaiten not easily measured.

Case selection

The cases used in this study were derived frommpkaof Dutch greenhouse horticultural firms inaddn
the Farm Accountancy Data Network and Innovationntw of the Agricultural Economics Research
Institute (LEI) in the Netherlands. Annual datanfra panel of greenhouse firms for the period 200@/72
were used. The original sample consisted of 2484firThis is a representative sample of the greesghou
horticulture sector in the Netherlands.

To select a purposeful sub-sample for this studyeral steps were taken. First of all the different
sources of income were considered. In some case®ne generated outside the business was larger tha
income generated within the (registered) firm fts€he firms for which the ratio of total incomergzrated
outside the business divided by the income frongtieenhouse firm was larger than .05 were excldiaen
the sample.

Furthermore, it was assumed that the larger a bafadtectors is, the more difficult it will be 1k
performance results to a particular owner’s engeeurial competence (development). The cases wate m
than two owner-managers were therefore also exdltrden the sample.

Finally, the averages of two financial performaidicators, namely net profit margin (ratio) and
revenue/costs ratio, were calculated for each farathe years 2004 until 2007. Based on these gesra
businesses that continuously under- or overperfdrooenpared to the sample mean for the years 2004-20
were selected. This resulted in a set of 65 fifanem this final sample, 19 owner-managers werdngilto
participate in the study. The other 46 firms did participate because they were not interestednbatme,

or, in the case of six firms, because they werdihgat at the time of the interviews.

Assessing entrepreneurial competence and its development

The sample of 19 firms contained consistent fir@lnaver- and underperformers. All firms were viditnd
interviewed in the summer of 2008. The interview® not know beforehand whether a firm was over- or
underperforming. Interviews with the owner-manageese semi-structured and took about 1.5 hourthdn
interviews individual entrepreneurial competenceval as perceived competence development were firs

rated quantitatively by the owner-managers in sstoenaire. Afterwards, the answers the owner-mersag
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gave were discussed with the interviewer in deigcussion was needed in order for the owner-mensag
to put their answers into perspective and to pmwbre background information where necessary.

The questions about entrepreneurial competence desegned in accordance with the model
originally describe by Man et al. (2002) and furtleéaborated by Lans et al. (accepted) for thicifpe
industry. This model describes three competenceadwmn which explained almost 40 percent of the
variation from a wide variety of entrepreneuriaimgetencies measured among 348 small business oimners
agriculture. These three domains were elaboratéfteicurrent study based on organizational learthiagry

and additional research on competence in entrepreime.

Table 1 Overview of the competence domains studigti,the related activities which were measured

Original domain  Related activities which demonstrate Corresponding author(s)

(Lans et al. competence

accepted)

Analysing =  Analysis of alternative situations Detienne & Chandler (2004); Mitchell et al.
=  Evaluation of opportunity (2000); Zietsma et al. (2002); Jones &

Macpherson (2006)
Networking =  Contact with alternative views Baron & Markman (2003); Jones &
= Assessing what others find important Macpherson (2006)
= Integration of others’ ideas

=  Using inter-organizational relationships

Pursuing = Active search Mitchell et al. (2000); Markman & Baron
=  Experimentation (2003), Zietsma et al., (2002); Jones &
= Implementation Macpherson (2006)

In line with the presumption that competencies latent constructs (Mulder, 2001), task-related
activities may function as a unit-of-analysis formgpetencies in a questionnaire. Although activiéies only
possible demonstrations of competence, they preserdre fine-grained measure of competence thatecru
human capital measures or de-contextualized alstiBles. Moreover, the advantage of focusing on the
actual activities of owner-managers is that they r@cognizable for the interviewee and quantifiaké
course the downside of focusing on activities & the researcher will tend to only look at ovexh&viour
and pay less attention to (underlying) cognitivep&onal processes and personal beliefs. To overdbis,
thinking activities were also included. See Tabferlan overview.

Since these activities are difficult to ‘count’ ftsquantifiers were used as scales. Twenty-sixifipec
guestions were formulated and guided the competandecompetence development data collection. The 26
guestions described concrete situations, which vemsociated with the nine discerned activities that

demonstrate competence.



Every activity contained two to four distinct sitizes. The questions consisted of two parts i) how
often the owner-managers carry out this activitprsent, and ii) the perceived increase/decreabew
often they carry out this activity compared to fiyears earlier (development). The soft quantifigales
ranged from 1 = never to 5 = always (for the fpatt of each question) and 1= significantly ledemthan
five years ago to 5 = significantly more often tHese years ago (for the second part of each goestiro
focus the interviews specifically on the proces®pportunity identification and pursuit, all ninetiaities
with their underlying questions were briefly inttambd (i.e. framed) before the owner-manager started
answering the questions. As described earlier atigvers the owner-managers gave were discussed afte
completion of the questionnaire in order to putmhmto perspective and elaborate on certain (dlien
answers.

Finally, to position our competence data in théatligf the owner-managers’ strategies and ambitions
over time (2004-2007), two additional variablesnirthe Innovation Monitor were included, namely, the
owner-managers’ confidence in the future (little..atmun the period 2004-2007), and the owner-managers

innovation goals, which were rated in 2005 based salection of common business goals.

Assessing entrepreneurial performance at thefirm level
Four variables that fit our definition of entrepeemial performance were retrieved from the Farm
Accountancy Data Network and the Innovation Monitwrthe 2004-2007 period. These variables were:
1. Physical growth of the firm, seen as the expansibthe business in square metres measured as a
dichotomous variable (yes/no);
Investments in new greenhouses, installations aachmery measured in Euros;
3. Modernity of greenhouse, installations and maclyineneasured as the book value divided by the
replacement value in Euros;
4. Introduction of product, process and organizatiamabvations, measured as a yes/no question imgjudi
a description of the innovation.
The final grouping of the firms in the sub-sampleder the label ‘high’ or ‘low’ entrepreneurial
performance was based on the aggregation of thmse dutcome variables. To ensure confidentiality,
fictitious names as well as standardized valuesttier second and third performance variables will be

presented in our tables.



Results

Competence, competence development and performance
Table 2 presents the individual level data collédig means of the Innovation Monitor and the compes

guestionnaire.

Table 2 Confidence (2004-2007), innovation goaB9g), education, competence and competence devetdapm

Firm Confidence Innovation goals * EDU  EC° ECD*
Taiga Ambivalent  3,4,9,10,11 lver 0.77 1.00
Roma Ambivalent  3,6,10 Lyver 0.76 1.38
Ferrari Much no clear prioritizing Lver 0.75 1.28
Armada Much 3 Iver 0.75 1.26
Orchid Much 3,5 Lerr 074 1.19
Focoso Ambivalent 2,7,9,10,11 lver 0.72 1.18
Consumo Much 3 Iver 0.72 1.04
Littleton Much 3,9 Iver 0.71 1.22
Solanum Ambivalent no data available Iver 0.71 1.12
Cherry Much no clear prioritizing lver 0.69 1.27
Creamist Much no clear prioritizing lver 0.68 1.15
Fantasy Ambivalent  no clear prioritizing Lver 0.68 1.09
Venice Much 8,11 Hyer 0.66 1.14
Daisy Much 3,6 lerm  0.65  1.18
Fellowship Little no clear prioritizing lver 0.65 1.03
Grewia Little 3 Lerm 063 1.09
Bonaparte Little 9,10,11 Lver 0.59 1.13
Warmia Little 1,3 lver 0.53 1.13
Cytisus Little no clear prioritizing LVETl 0.52 1.08

Note. The firms are sorted on the entrepreneurial comgetéEC) scores (high-low).

2The following goals were discerned: (1) optimizirfwains , (2) growth, (3) cost reduction, (4) quailihprovement, (5) new
products, (6) new markets, (7) access to new krdyae(8) comply with regulations, (9) environmersiahtegies, (10) improved
labour conditions, (11) product safetyygk= lower vocational education,d; = intermediate vocational education,gd= higher
vocational educatiort. Not sector-specific educatiohEC = frequency of carrying out activities, displayexia fraction of the
maximum frequency possible (i.e. if all questiormnd get the maximum score of 5, alway§CD = increase/decrease of carrying

out the activities over the last five years. Scatesve 1 represent an increase, scores belowekraate.

Almost half of the cases opted for a cost-reducstategy, and one-third did not have a clear
prioritization of the discerned innovation goaldeTfirms Roma, Orchid, Focoso and Daisy mentioned
growth- or innovation-related goals. The scoreshencompetence questions indicate that none ajimer-
managers was always active in all the discernedag@{which would imply a score of 1). Most actwere
Taiga, Roma, Ferrari and Armada (0.75 or more). dhmmer-managers who, according to their own
assessment, were least active are Warnia and €ytesound 0.50). Furthermore, the competence data
shows that all but one (Taiga) of the cases reg@ieincreased of entrepreneurial competence.

Only three firms performed consistently high on thggregate of the four entrepreneurial
performance measures (Table 3). The owners of ities fDaisy, Armada and Roma expanded their
businesses in the investigated period, investedilgeaver these years in their firms (high, positiv
investment values), had modern firms comparedcstttor average (high, positive modernity valaes)

introduced in this period new processes, productseay ways of organizing. At the other extreme thee
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firms Warmia, Cytisus and Grewia, which did notwgria 2004-2007, invested very little in this perigadw,
negative investment values), were relatively oldné (low, decreasing modernity values) and did not
innovate. The other firms seem to be somewhatemifddle of these extremes. Focoso is in this wspe
bit of an outsider, since it scored low on the Bitw@nts (negative, low investment value), but adoun
average on modernity (a value close to zero).

Simple statistical analysis (through combining datam Table 2 with 3) illustrates a positive,
significant, correlation between entrepreneuriahpetence (EC) and standardized investment value$ (|
(rs=.49,p < .05) and between EC and standardized moderalties (Mod) ( = .47,p < .05), and between
entrepreneurial competence development (ECD) aodthr (. = .46, p < .05). In order to maximize
potential differences in competence, competenceldpment and entrepreneurial performance, the three
most consistently high-performing (Armada, Daisyl &oma) and low-performing (Warmia, Cytisus and
Grewia) firms were investigated in more depth. Asadditional source, the qualitative interviewst tivare

held were also consulted. These results will begted in the following sections.

Table 3 Overview of entrepreneurial outcome vadaldf the nineteen cases for the period 2004-2007

Firm Gr° Inv® Mod* Introduction of innovations

Process Product Organizing
Armada Yes 28.11 0.24 Advanced processing n.a. n.a.

line
Daisy Yes 21.72 0.33 Planting robot n.a. New market
channel
Roma Yes 18.33 0.33 n.a. New cultivar Global Gap
certification

Ferrari ! 12.29 -0.06 n.a. n.a. n.a.
Solanum ! 8.6 0.39 n.a. n.a. n.a.
Venice ! -2.59 0.2 n.a. n.a. n.a.
Consumo No 18.54 0.06 n.a. n.a. n.a.
Bonaparte No 3.71 0.26 n.a. n.a. n.a.
Littleton No 14 -0.19 n.a. n.a. n.a.
Taiga No 0.79 0.11 n.a. New cultivar n.a.
Creamist No -0.2 -0.06 n.a. New cultivar n.a.
Cherry No -2.24 -0.13 Planting robot n.a. n.a.
Fellowship No -2.31 -0.2 n.a. n.a. n.a.
Fantasy No -2.48 0.06 n.a. n.a. n.a.
Orchid No -2.56 0.02 n.a. n.a. n.a.
Grewia No -3.16 -0.15 n.a. n.a. n.a.
Warmia No -3.44 -0.26 n.a. n.a. n.a.
Focoso No -3.52 0.06 n.a. n.a. n.a.
Cytisus No -3.69 -0.35 n.a. n.a. n.a.
Mean sector €493,82 0.35

Note. All data were calculated for the period 2004-20@@. = not applicable.

! These companies expanded their businesses in 0@ was not within the period covered by theveyr # Growth of the firm is
the expansion of the business in terms &fBtandardized investment values for the total imaest in new buildings, greenhouses
and technology (installations and machinetgtandardized modernity value, which is the fixadital book value / replacement

value for new buildings, greenhouses and techndlimgyallations and machinery).
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Propositions specifying the underlying relationships

Table 4 displays the six selected owner-managewstent’ performance of the nine activities as régmb at
the time of the interviews. One or more plussesagévrity means the owner-manager frequently caroiet
this activity in one or more situations. If an &itfi was never, or hardly ever, carried out, thi displays

‘not applicable’.

Table 4 Demonstration of entrepreneurial competémchigh and low performers

High performers Low performers
p? Activities which Daisy Armada Roma Warmia  Cytisus Grewia
demonstrate
competence
1 A Analysis of alternative
. . n.a. ++ ++ + n.a. n.a.
situations
2 A Evaluation of
. +++ +++ +++ +++ ++ ++
opportunity
3 N Contact with
. . + ++ + + + ++
alternative views
4 N Assessing what others
o ++ + ++ ++ +++ ++
find important
5 N Integration of others’
. ++ ++ +++ ++ + +++
ideas
6 N Using inter-
organizational + ++ +++ n.a. n.a. ++
relationships
7 P Active search + n.a. + n.a. n.a. n.a.
8 P Experimentation ++ ++ +++ + + +
9 P Implementation n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. + n.a.

Note. # D = The underlying competence domain (A=analyshtrgnetworking, P=pursuing).
+ = This activity was carried out frequently in4),(2 (++) or 3 (+++) situations. N.a. (not apphbtg)= this activity is never or

seldom carried out.

Table 5 displays the increase/decrease of entreprah competence, again according to the owner-
managers’ reporting of the nine discerned actiwit@ne or more plusses in this table refers tcmareased
frequency of this activity in one or more situasoff an activity was not carried out more freqlethan
five years earlier, the cell displays ‘not applieab

From the results presented in Tables 4 and 5 anthtlrviews, three typical patterns became clear,
which are described separately in the followingtises. In addition, propositions which relate tce th

research question are derived from these tablethengerformance data presented earlier.
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Table 5 Development of entrepreneurial competeocaifjh and low performers

High performers Low performers
p? Activities which Daisy Armada Roma Warmia  Cytisus Grewia
demonstrate
competence
1 A Analysis of alternative
. . +++ +++ ++ ++ + n.a.
situations
A Evaluation of opportunity n.a. ++ +++ n.a. + ++
3 N Contact with alternative
. ++ ++ +++ n.a. n.a. n.a.
views
4 N Assessing what others
T ++ + +++ ++ n.a. n.a.
find important
5 N Integration of others’
. ++ ++ + ++ n.a. ++
ideas
6 N Using inter-organizational
- . +++ + +++ n.a. n.a. +
relationships
7 P Active search n.a. + ++ n.a. n.a. n.a.
8 P Experimentation n.a. ++ ++ + + +
9 P Implementation n.a. ++ ++ + n.a. n.a.

Note. # D = The underlying competence domain (A=analyshtrgnetworking, P=pursuing).
+ = This activity was carried out more frequertign five years earlier in 1 (+), 2 (++) or 3 (+4sH{uations. N.a. (not applicable) =
no increase or decrease in frequency of this agtivi

Smilarities and differences
'‘Generic' competence research proposes a divisetwelkn basic, or threshold, competencies and
competencies that discern average from high peds1tBird, 1995). Indeed, the pattern in Table ggssts
that some competence-related activities are caaigdrequently in both high- and low-performingnfis.
Activities 2-5 and 8 are carried out frequenthalhsix firms and are also applied in various dituzs by all
the owner-managers. In contrast, activities 1, @ @nare more often and broadly carried out in high-
performing firms and hardly acted upon in low-penfing firms. This suggests that some activities are
‘basic’ for running a business in horticulture, asoime are more ‘distinctive’ for high entreprenaluri
performance in particular, leading to the firstgasition:

Pla The relationship between entrepreneurial canpet and entrepreneurial performance is

determined by how frequently owner-managers cautydistinctive’ competence-related activities.

The qualitative interviews provided several impottasights into some of the competence-related
activities labelled as ‘basic’. First, the critetiaed by the owner-managers to evaluate a potdntshess
opportunity (activity 2) differ between high andM@erformers. The owner-manager of Cytisus indatate
that he evaluated entrepreneurial opportunitieedas whether they would fit into his present siggt
(which was to ‘wait-and-see’). Similarly, the prasetrategy of Grewia’s owner-manager is to gragual
scale down the business and then sell it. In thgh-performing firms, the criteria used to assess
entrepreneurial opportunities focus on increasirggigability (Daisy, Armada) and creating addedusafor

the customer (Roma). So, although both groups ofeswnanagers indicated that they frequently evaluat
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business opportunities, their evaluative framewadlier. This suggests a more nuanced picture veiipect
to the impact of these activities:
P1b The extent to which specific competence-relaetvities contribute to entrepreneurial

performance is influenced by the owner-managersir@ass goals.

High and low performers also differed with respecthe level of detail in which they were able to
explain why they gave a particular answer to a tijpesn the questionnaire. Some elaborated pagtityl
well on the activities that involved social perdeptand adaptability (activities 4 and 5). For amste, the
owner-manager of Roma explained that integratiegdkas of others in your ideas (activity 5) angkasing
what others find important (activity 4) are notagghtforward processes. This owner-manager tridstba
balance between integrating some ideas and atathe ime not being too sensitive about the opinmhns
others. The owner-managers of Daisy and Armada giawéar explanations as to why they performed ¢hes
activities more or less frequently, adding that enatas not always better. In general, they all desdra
conscious employment of certain activities whichmdastrate competence. This consciousness entailed
being aware of specific situations as well as thein role in those settings. This leads to propmsitc:

Plc The extent to which specific competence—relaetivities contribute to entrepreneurial

performance is influenced by the owner-managersaramess of the underlying processes (i.e.

competence awareness).

Sustaining an opportunity focus
Successful entrepreneurs continuously link thegme® the future (Bird, 1995). Whether opportwastare
considered as objective, waiting to be discovepedonstructed more or less actively by the indiald it is
assumed that successful entrepreneurs spend mmréhinking about the future and more actively siten
informational environment (Dyer et al., 2008; Udras et al., 2008). These notions are reflectetthén
performance of activities which mark the first stép identifying opportunities (intuiting and ingeeting),
namely active search for opportunities (activityahalysis of other (non-horticultural) situatidiastivity 1)
and being in contact with those who have altereatilews (activity 3). Table 5 shows that the owner-
managers of the high-performing firms have beconmeenactive in at least two of these three actisjtie
showing the biggest contrast between high- anddevierming firms for activity 3. None of the owner-
managers of the low-performing firms mentioned thaly had searched more actively in the past fesry
for new opportunities or increased their contacthwieople who have alternative views such as chain
partners and people outside the sector. The owaeagers of the low-performing firms Cytisus and
Warmia reported increased analysis of alternatitvmons only. However, contrary to the high-penfiang
firms, this increased alertness was limited toagitins within their national boundaries. These Iltesthus
point to the following propositions:

P2a Entrepreneurial performance is correlated thighdevelopment of competence associated with

the first phase of the identification and pursdiao opportunity.
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P2b The relationship between entrepreneurial pmdoce and development of competence
associated with the first phase of the identifmatand pursuit of an opportunity can be explained
specifically by an increase in contacts with people have alternative views, and partly by an

increase in active search and analysis of spedtifier situations.

Developmental relatedness
Tables 4 and 5 demonstrate a relation between rgresenpetence and competence development. The
Mathew effect, ‘those who have more will get mossems to be applicable here: the high-performingsf
scored higher on present activity for all the cotapeies, and reported a larger increase in actofigll the
competencies compared to five years earlier.

P3a. The development of entrepreneurial competéscpositively related to entrepreneurial

competence, suggesting a self-reinforcing mechaftismzontal development).

More in detail, when reading Table 5 vertically fevery case, it can be seen that the high-
performing firms (especially Armada and Roma) imveghe complete range of activities. It appedrethe
interviews that the expansion of contacts with meMworks (reflected in activities 3 and 6) providea
important medium for generating, as well as impleting, entrepreneurial ideas.

In the low-performing companies this input and otitpas lacking. The company Grewia illustrates
this phenomenon quite well. Although Grewia’s owngnager is very active in terms of networking and
interacting with other growers, suppliers, buyard ather chain partners (see Table 4), he expldimedhe
pool of people he visits and who visit his compaag not changed in the last five to ten years Tséxée 5).

He thus has a fairly stable network, which he lekeensures continuity. So, although Grewia’s owner
manager is quite active in networking and interggtihigh-quality ideas (in terms of newness and
innovativeness) are not brought into his network.

Cytisus’ owner-manager similarly explained that hetwork consists mostly of other like-minded
growers, preferably from his own region. As he expd, he is rarely in contact with non-growershsas
officials from local governments. This seems to @ealeliberate choice, since he is only interested in
producing for a very small, specific, regional metrtkWarmia’s owner-manager also reported that verg
passive in expanding his business network to irctndn-growers’, since he does not see any addes va
in doing that. Only the owner-manager of Daisy doesfit this profile completely. In the interviewith
this grower it appeared that his business grewdhagind that during the previous five years he aig®
involved in starting additional activities in theamsportation company he founded in the 1990s. iEhis
reflected in the increase of activities 3 and 6o{&&). In fact both companies were becoming togedo be
managed by a single owner-manager, which forced tbirmake decisions concerning what activities to
spend time on. He chose to ‘stay alert’ rather thatively search for new opportunities. Thus, when
possible, high-performing firms, contrary to lowrfmeming firms, seem to invest in the complete

activities in which networking seems to play a palaole. This leads to the following proposition:
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P3b. Carrying out competence-related activitiesctviencompass engagement in new networks

enables the development of adjacent competenceideifvartical development).

Discussion and conclusions

The relationships between entrepreneurial competatedevelopment and entrepreneurial performamce
small firms represent an area which has fascinaésgarchers for decades. Recent studies seem to
acknowledge the importance of moving towards manghssticated views on human capital that make it
possible to consider the situational, complex ahdsincratic nature of competence development iallsm
firms (Macpherson & Holt, 2007). Identifying sucmKages is important for agricultural research and
practice. Making farmers more entrepreneurial vaticording to policy makers and researchers, leaadotre
effective responses to developments such as gialbaln and the reform of the EU’'s common agricaltur
policy.

In answer to our initial research questiéiogw do high- and low-performing small agricultural
firms differ in terms of the extent to which their owner-managers develop and use specific entrepreneurial
competence?, we can say that considerable differences weradauith respect to the use and development
of entrepreneurial competence by the owner-managjadied. Experiences in other (unpublished) studie
have taught us that these results are not unigthéstparticular sample. In the agricultural se@sma whole,
some owner-managers seem to be more actively iagalv innovation, diversification or growth of thei
firms than their colleagues. Such activities willlh these owner-managers differentiate their fifrosn
others in the same sector. The cases studiedsimabéarch support the conclusion of earlier stuidi@ther
sectors (Baum et al., 2001; Chandler & Jansen,)1i®@2 entrepreneurial performance at firm levekiated
to entrepreneurial competence. Furthermore, thescasiggest a correlation between entrepreneurial
competence development and growth of the busidswever, since the sample is too small for robust
statistical analyses, the real added value of ghigy lies in the further conjectures that the treteships
between competence, its development and firm pedoce are not straightforward, but seem to be
influenced by other factors that should be consder

Based on differences between over- and underperigrfiims, seven propositions were derived
that further specify the relationship between graeurial performance, competence and competence
development in small agricultural firms. The resutidicate thathe relationship between entrepreneurial
competence and entrepreneurial performance isrdieted by how frequently owner-managers carry out
‘distinctive’ competence-related activities (Projpios 1a). The extent to which specific competensiated
activities contribute to entrepreneurial performaiginfluenced by the owner-managers’ busineskgoa
(Proposition 1b) as well as by the owner-managmsipetence awareness (Proposition 1¢). Moreovere th
seems to be a relationship between entreprengaitdrmance and competence development. It is gapo
that entrepreneurial performance is correlated eatinpetence development associated with the firzsg
of the identification and pursuit of an opportun(Broposition 2a), which can be explained by angase in
contact with people who have alternative views aadly to an increase in active search and theyaisabf

specific other situations (Proposition 2b). Furthere, the results suggest interdependence between
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competence and competence development (PropoS3dijomctive participation in activities that encoasg
engagement in new networks enables the developoh@wljacent competence domains (Proposition 3b).

Figure 1 provides an overview of the propositions.

P1a The relationship between entrepreneurial competence
and entrepreneurial performance is determined by how
frequently owner-managers carry out ‘distinctive’
competence-related activities.
P1b The extent to which specific competence-related
Similarities and differences < activities contribute to entrepreneurial performance is
influenced by the owner-managers’ business goals.

P1c The extent to which specific competence—related
activities contribute to entrepreneurial performance is
influenced by the owner-managers’ awareness of the
underlying processes (i.e. competence awareness).

P2a Entrepreneurial performance is correlated with the
development of competence associated with the first phase
of the identification and pursuit of an opportunity.

Sustaining an opportunity focus and development of competence associated with the first

phase of the identification and pursuit of an opportunity can
be explained specifically by an increase in contacts with
people who have alternative views, and partly by an
increase in active search and analysis of specific other
situations.

< P2b The relationship between entrepreneurial performance

P3a The development of entrepreneurial competence is
positively related to entrepreneurial competence,
suggesting a self-reinforcing mechanism (horizontal
development).

Developmental relatedness <
P3b Carrying out competence-related activities which
encompass engagement in new networks enables the
development of adjacent competence domains (vertical
development).

Figure 1 Proposed refinements of the relationshgi#een entrepreneurial performance, entrepreneaapetence

and competence development
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Suggestionsfor further research and limitations

It would be interesting to study the outlined prsigons on a longitudinal, more quantitative baJike
initial sample of 248 firms, which was used to cam@ more stratified sub-sample, could serve staring
point for such a study. An interesting venue fodiidnal research is the inclusion of firms managgda
team, a phenomenon which most likely will be seemenoften in the future due to the steady increéase
firm size. Management teams in horticulture typicabnsist of family members (e.g. brothers, fartaed
sons), which represent special networks with vezljcdte sets of values, cultures and complexitned t
come into the workplace.

The study as it has been carried out is not meanbet conclusive. As competence and its
development are by definition context dependertehvill be other variables that influence the cetepce
development process. Nevertheless, the findings pmivards variables that were also mentionedsearch
carried out in other sectors. For instance, theiatied effect of business goals and awareness ¢RBitiqn
1b/c), the importance of sustaining an opportufityus (Propositions 2a/b) and the interesting thke
networking competence domain seems to have irigeltd other competence domains (Proposition 3b).

The first point is partly confirmed quantitative aystudy by Baum & Locke (2004) who showed that
entrepreneurial competence had an indirect effactemture growth, mediated by goals, self-efficacg
communicated vision. Nevertheless the potentiatctfiof competence awareness for some competence
domains is new.

The second point, sustaining an opportunity fobas,also been suggested in recent work of Dyer et
al. (2008) who compared behavioural patterns obvative entrepreneurs and executives from a widgea
of industries. They concluded that innovative gumieaeurs were more likely to ask questions thallerged
the status-quo (rather than optimizing existingcpeses) and were more active in creating netwokks o
people with diverse ideas and insights.

The third point, the networking point, was recemtlised by the work of Baron and Tang (2009). In
their study on social competence in relation to newture performance, they conclude that the mesiman
behind the positive relationship they found was-fald. Social competence facilitates the generatbn
novel ideas as well as access to necessary resdorfigther exploit an opportunity (Baron & Ta2§09).

Furthermore, the propositions draw attention tdsane which is very difficult to resolve, namely
the nature of the causality between business gityatompetence and competence development, whash w
also addressed in the work of Chandler and Jari®92] and Baum and colleagues (2004). The question
remains whether it is the business situation thatva for the expression and development of compzts
or it is the set of competencies that together shiap business.

What is challenging in studies like these is thigamee on self-reported data. There was no t=0
measurement of entrepreneurial competence. Thidgrowas addressed in several ways. Since we were
interested in ‘within-person’ growth (related taetbusiness performance of that specific businé@sg)as
important that the owner-managers compared thenent activities with those of five years earli€ive
years seems to be a reasonable time frame for ¢cergeedevelopment, as well as a time frame whistills

relatively easy to recall and reflect on. To foows,addressed one aspect of entrepreneurial congeete a
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time. Moreover, clarifying and elaborating questiovere asked if necessary. Finally, we were abtedss-
check the answers with longitudinal data from theolation Monitor (which contained information abou
changes in goals and attitudes). Therefore, we algeeto draw a quite accurate picture.

Another interesting issue in this type of studynprovability. Research in other settings suggests
differences between competence domains (Maurel.,e2G03). There are some authors who suggest that
certain aspects that shape social competence {leeg.ability to perceive others accurately, social
adaptability) are in fact not so much subject teeligpment, but remain quite stable over time (Bagon
Tang, 2009). Research on the development of eetneprial expertise explicitly addresses such isgues
studies on serial and portfolio entrepreneurs (afaot two or more businesses). This approach hagsdja
popularity and has resulted in interesting advamegmin particular on entrepreneurial thinkingcduld be
adopted in agriculture by studying multifunctionagriculture (portfolio entrepreneurship) or

internationalization (serial entrepreneurship).

Implicationsfor practice

The results have interesting implications for gragtin particular for those involved in sector dimpment
(e.g. business consultancy, innovation brokerfitrg and development). First of all, deliberatedstment

in entrepreneurial competence is a worthwhile jeyrfsecond, we propose that entrepreneurial comgete
development is related to clear, entrepreneurialsgand competence awareness. Both items could be
addressed more specifically in entrepreneurshipgraromes in agriculture. Finally, development of
entrepreneurial competence seems to be dependehée anteraction of owner-managers within a divgrsi

of networks. This underlines the current emphasiButch agriculture on all sorts of networking eities

and institutions aimed at bridging various netwof{erstegen & DelLauwere, 2009; Wielinga & Vrolijk,
2009).
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