
   

  

   

   
 

   

   

 

   

   Int. J. Business Environment, Vol. X, No. Y, xxxx 1    
 

   Copyright © 20XX Inderscience Enterprises Ltd. 
 
 

   

   
 

   

   

 

   

       
 

Can entrepreneurial role models alleviate the fear of 
entrepreneurial failure? 

Eugenia Ferreto* 
Business School, 
Costa Rica Institute of Technology (ITCR), 
Cartago, Costa Rica 
Email: eferreto@tec.ac.cr 
*Corresponding author 

Esteban Lafuente 
Universitat Politècnica de Catalunya (UPC Barcelona Tech), 
Barcelona, Spain 
Email: esteban.lafuente@upc.edu 

Juan Carlos Leiva 
Business School, 
Costa Rica Institute of Technology (ITCR), 
Cartago, Costa Rica 
Email: jleiva@tec.ac.cr 

Abstract: This paper analyses how entrepreneurial role models alleviate the 
fear of entrepreneurial failure among people who are not yet involved in 
entrepreneurial activities. The proposed hypothesis are tested using a logistic 
regression model relating the presence of entrepreneurial role models and fear 
of failure on a unique sample drawn from the Costa Rica Global 
Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) for the year 2014. The findings of the study 
reveal that the presence of entrepreneurial examples reduces the fear of failure 
among non-entrepreneurially active individuals. This study offers insights on 
how entrepreneurial examples contribute to shape relevant individual 
perceptions related to the fear of entrepreneurial failure, which constitutes an 
antecedent of entrepreneurship. 
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1 Introduction 

A great deal of empirical research shows that entrepreneurial role models are a key aspect 
for effective learning, thus conditioning the decision to engage in entrepreneurial 
activities (e.g., Bosma et al., 2012; Lafuente and Vaillant, 2013; Lafuente et al., 2007; 
Van Auken et al., 2006). Knowing entrepreneurs provides individuals with examples or 
peers that inspire them to become entrepreneurs (Gibson, 2004). By sharing their 
knowledge and business experience, entrepreneurial role models facilitate the discovery 
process of business opportunities at the early stages of the entrepreneurial process 
(Karimi et al., 2014; Laviolette et al., 2012; Vaillant and Lafuente, 2007). 

Observation and interaction with entrepreneurial role models is conducive to a special 
type of learning that permits to gain insights into a variety of tasks, thus reducing 
information asymmetries via the generation of information that mitigates the ambiguity 
and uncertainty associated with entrepreneurship. According to the postulates of the 
social learning theory, individuals listen to other entrepreneurs (role models) because 
they can assist them in performing entrepreneurship-related tasks and developing 
entrepreneurial skills (Gibson, 2004; Minniti and Nardone, 2007). The generally positive 
influence of role models is not only linked to the access to increased entrepreneurial 
knowledge stocks, but also to the entrepreneurial learning behaviours that they promote 
(Rae, 2000). 

Besides learning, entrepreneurial role models provide motivation and inspiration, and 
they constitute a credible and reliable source of information that can transmit values and 
attitudes. That is, role models are seen as models of reflection and action (Gibson, 2004; 
Laviolette et al., 2012). 

By analysing the attributes, behaviours and skills necessary to achieve the desired 
objective, individuals perceive similarities in the entrepreneurs that they consider as valid 
role models, thus reducing the fear of entrepreneurial (Gibson, 2004; Wyrwich et al., 
2016). Nevertheless, the positive impact of role models is not exclusive domain of 
entrepreneurial activities. 
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Contrary to most research on entrepreneurship – i.e., primarily focused on the effect 
of entrepreneurial role models and fear of failure on entrepreneurial behaviour (see e.g., 
Bosma et al., 2012; Chlosta et al., 2012; Contín-Pilart and Larraza-Kintana, 2015; 
Lafuente et al., 2007) – the analysis of the relationship between role models and fear of 
failure is the focus of our study. 

Fear of entrepreneurial failure, understood as a social trait connected to the perceived 
stigmatisation of business failure (Driga et al., 2009), has been identified as an 
impediment to entrepreneurship (Lafuente et al., 2007). The consequences of business 
failure – i.e., social embarrassment – may negatively influence individuals’ 
entrepreneurial choices. In this sense, recent work suggests that role models contribute to 
mitigate the potentially negative effects of fear of failure (Sepúlveda and Bonilla, 2014; 
Wyrwich et al., 2016). 

Therefore, the objective of this study is to evaluate the effect of knowing 
entrepreneurs on individuals’ perceived fear of failure. We argue that the potentially 
beneficial effects of role models will translate into a lower probability of fear of 
entrepreneurial among non-entrepreneurially active individuals, and that this effect 
constitutes an antecedent of entrepreneurship. 

By assessing the connection between role models and fear of failure among non-
entrepreneurs, this study adopts a different approach that seeks to unveil how the recent 
entrepreneurs’ knowledge can act as a catalyst to remove social barriers to 
entrepreneurship – in our case, fear of failure – and, thus, increase the desirability of the 
entrepreneurial career among non-entrepreneurially active individuals, that is, the 
entrepreneurs of the future. 

The empirical application employs a unique sample of 1905 individuals drawn from 
the Costa Rica Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) for the year 2014. In order to 
control for potential biases arising from the heterogeneous levels of experience of 
individuals with entrepreneurial experience viz.-a-viz. non-entrepreneurs, we restrict the 
analysis to non-entrepreneurially active individuals whose perception of fear of failure is 
not conditioned by previous or actual entrepreneurial experience. 

The remainder of the manuscript is organised as follows. Section 2 presents the 
theory that underpins this study. The data, the description of the study variables and the 
method are described in Section 3. Section 4 presents the empirical results. Finally, 
Section 5 offers the concluding remarks, implications and future research lines. 

2 Background theory and hypotheses development 

2.1 Social traits affecting entrepreneurship 

Literature on entrepreneurship emphasises the role of different economic and  
non-economic incentives in shaping new business formation among individuals (e.g., 
González-Pernía et al., 2012; Lafuente et al., 2007; Vendrell-Herrero et al., 2014). 

This study examines whether or not social-cultural traits are correlated. The tested 
hypothesis is based on the analysis of two influential social traits commonly identified 
within the entrepreneurship literature: the social fear of entrepreneurial failure and the 
knowledge of entrepreneurial role models. 

Within the entrepreneurial frame, the social fear of entrepreneurial failure (fear of 
failure) is a social trait that can act as a barrier to entrepreneurship by stigmatising 
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business failure (Driga et al., 2009; Simmons et al., 2014). The social consequences of 
business failure (e.g., social embarrassment) may create an obstacle when it comes to 
engage in entrepreneurship. Cacciotti et al. (2016) suggest that the fear of entrepreneurial 
failure has economic and psychological components. From the economic perspective, a 
perception related to risk-taking and uncertainty negatively influences entrepreneurship 
decision-making, which often leads to opt for working for someone else. On the other 
hand, the psychological view that highlights that the individuals’ attitude towards 
entrepreneurial failure is conditioned by the presence of social norms mostly deemed as 
shameful (Simmons et al., 2014). 

At the individual level, the social stigma toward entrepreneurial failure shape 
economic decisions and may dissuade individuals from engaging in entrepreneurial 
activities (Cramer et al., 2002; Marshall, 2016). 

The fear of failure is not a desirable social trait because, in many cases, failure is 
psychologically painful and economically costly, generates a negative effect on the 
individual’s perceived level of confidence, and undermines individuals’ self-esteem and 
their relationships with other entrepreneurs (Cope, 2011). Within the entrepreneurship 
frame, the fear of failure is connected to uncertainty and to the risks borne for 
individuals; however, the perceived fear of failure can help individuals to better 
understand, prepare and learn all the aspects of their entrepreneurial intentions (Nabi and 
Liñán, 2013). 

The experience of entrepreneurial failure is associated with attitudes of stigma, 
sanctions and behaviours. From a social perspective, the failure of a business can 
generate stigma because the activities of entrepreneurs who ignore social regulations are 
subject to sanctions that harm not only entrepreneurs through the loss of commercial and 
exchange relationships but also potential entrepreneurial leaders who feel hurt and 
embarrassed by social labels and negative symbols (Simmons et al., 2014). 

Fear of failure is also seen as a special type of aversion to loss, where the amount of 
profit that the entrepreneur can earn is measured in relation to a defined level of success. 
At all stages of the entrepreneurial process, various elements may contribute to increase 
individuals’ perceived far of failure, including the risks resulting from the participation in 
entrepreneurial activities, as we as a number of formal – i.e., legal and financial effects of 
bankruptcy – and informal (social) consequences of business failure. All these elements 
are significant obstacles to entrepreneurial activity (Morgan and Sisak, 2016; Vaillant and 
Lafuente, 2007). 

We now turn to the second social trait analysed in this study, namely entrepreneurial 
role models. The theory of social learning emphasises that individuals learn by observing 
the actions of a role model, that is, if the role model performs well, his or her story will 
encourage others to perform similar actions (Bandura, 1977). Based on the people’s 
characteristics in social roles, individuals perceive role models as similar, which 
stimulate the possibility of emulating their actions and making certain decisions (Autin 
and Croizet, 2012; Bosma et al., 2012; Contín-Pilart and Larraza-Kintana, 2015). 

In the field of entrepreneurship, the personal acquaintance of an entrepreneurial role 
model has a potentially positive effect on individuals’ entrepreneurship entry  
decision-making by increasing the perception that they can achieve the desired goal 
(Karimi et al., 2014). In addition, role models are important at the time of choosing an 
entrepreneurial career because they provide good examples to imitate, inspire and convey 
positive messages that facilitate an individual in discovering and acting on new business 
ideas and opportunities at the early stages of the business creation process. That is, the 
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observation and interaction between the individual and his/her role model drive learning 
and provide opportunities to better understand tasks and skills necessary to successfully 
engage in entrepreneurship (Lafuente et al., 2007). 

2.2 Entrepreneurial role models as a solution to perceived fear of failure 

In this study we argue that entrepreneurial role models contribute to mitigate the 
perceived fear of entrepreneurial failure. Existing research has identified two ways 
through which role models can alleviate perceived fear of failure, namely learning and 
legitimacy. 

Concerning the first effect (learning), entrepreneurial role models both channel 
positive messages about entrepreneurship and assist individuals interested in the 
entrepreneurial career in discovering and acting on new business ideas and opportunities 
(Minniti, 2005). The interaction with other entrepreneurs (role models) fosters learning 
and provides opportunities to better understand the tasks and skills necessary to run a new 
business. By channelling their experience entrepreneurial role models reduces 
information costs for non-entrepreneurs (e.g., formal legal procedures, access to finance, 
access to suppliers), contributes to minimise uncertainty about business activities (e.g., 
resource organisation and allocation) (Lafuente et al., 2007; Lafuente and Vaillant, 2013; 
Wyrwich et al., 2016). 

Therefore, the learning effect of entrepreneurial role models can reduce the perceived 
stigma toward business failure (fear of failure) by providing individuals with relevant 
information that can clarify relevant aspects of the entrepreneurial process, thus 
minimising part of the inherent risks of entrepreneurship (Karimi et al., 2014; Marshall, 
2016; McVea, 2009). 

Regarding the second effect (legitimacy), it should be noted that entrepreneurship can 
be an attractive career choice for individuals (economically and socially) (Driga et al., 
2009; Lafuente et al., 2007). Together with enhanced market mechanisms, this positive 
perception may explain the reported rise in the number of entrepreneurial ventures, 
which, in turn, increase the social acceptance of entrepreneurship (Etzioni, 1987). The 
relationship between increased rates of entrepreneurship and superior social 
legitimisation of entrepreneurship may produce a virtuous circle that may perpetuate 
entrepreneurial behaviour over time. 

The personal knowledge of an entrepreneurial role model provides both learning and 
legitimacy that contribute to minimise the perceived fear of entrepreneurial failure and, 
consequently, encourage to turn entrepreneurial ambitions into reality. We argue that 
both effects help to reduce the stigma associated with the fear of failure. Knowledge 
transfer (learning effect) reduces the ambiguity that many times obscures the steps of the 
entrepreneurial process, while legitimacy increases the attractiveness of the 
entrepreneurial career (Bosma et al., 2012; Lafuente et al., 2007). From these theoretical 
arguments and evidence, we hypothesise: 

H1 Among non-entrepreneurially active individuals, the personal knowledge of an 
entrepreneur (role model) reduces the social fear of failure. 
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3 Data, variables and method 

3.1 Data 

This study evaluates how the knowledge of a role model influences the perceived fear of 
failure. The proposed hypothesis is tested using a unique primary dataset for the year 
2014 drawn from the Adult Population Survey (APS) of the Costa Rican GEM. 

In every participating country, the GEM survey is conducted by a professional market 
investigation business selected and monitored directly by the International GEM 
Consortium. The final dataset comprises data for a randomly selected sample of  
Costa Ricans aged between 18 and 65 inclusive. 

At a global scale, the data produced by GEM is recognised as a robust and valid 
source of information to study the entrepreneurship phenomenon, which is evident in the 
large stock of papers that evaluate entrepreneurial behaviours using GEM data (e.g., 
Bosma et al., 2012; Driga et al., 2009; Lafuente et al., 2007; Vaillant and Lafuente, 2007; 
Wyrwich et al., 2016). 

The original database contains information for 2058 Costa Rican adults. Nevertheless, 
an important consideration related to the sample selection is worth mentioning. Our 
analysis restricts to non-entrepreneurially active respondents, that is, we excluded from 
the sample individuals with past entrepreneurial experience, actual entrepreneurs, and 
individuals who are currently in the process of initiating a new business. The arguments 
to include in the sample non-entrepreneurially active individuals are twofold. First, we 
propose that role models alleviate perceived fear of entrepreneurial failure. In this case, 
the inclusion of past and/or actual entrepreneurially active individuals implies an 
‘entrepreneurial bias’ as active entrepreneurship is evidence that these individuals who 
engage in entrepreneurship arguably have overcome their fear of failure. Second, from an 
empirical perspective, the exclusion of past and actual entrepreneurs permits to 
distinguish the true effect of entrepreneurial role models on individuals’ fear of failure 
from the potentially puzzling effect of role models on perceived fear of failure in 
individuals with different levels of experience (Wyrwich et al., 2016). 

As a result, data availability limits the sample to 1905 non-entrepreneurially active 
individual from Costa Rica. 

3.2 Variable definition 

3.2.1 Perceived fear of failure 

The dependent variable analysed in this study is the self-reported fear of entrepreneurial 
failure. Within the GEM survey, this dichotomous variable emerges from the question of 
whether the social fear of failure would prevent the individual from initiating a new 
business (1 = yes, 0 = no). The descriptive statistics presented in Table 1 show that 
40.39% of respondents state that fear of failure is an obstacle to entrepreneurial activities. 

3.2.2 Entrepreneurial role model 

In this study, the key independent variable is related to the role model effect. This factor 
is measured via a dichotomous variable taking the value of one if the individual 
personally knows at least one entrepreneur who started his/her business in the last two 
years. In line with our theory, the effect of the personal knowledge of a recent 
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entrepreneur should act as stimuli that contribute to reduce the fear of failure among 
individuals. In our sample, the proportion of individuals who personally know an 
entrepreneurial role model is 39.69%. Additionally, the proportion of individuals with an 
entrepreneurial role model is significantly higher (41.90%) among those who do not 
manifest a social fear of failure, compared to that of individuals who state that fear of 
failure is an impediment to entrepreneurship (36.41%). 
Table 1 Descriptive statistics for the selected variables 

 Full sample No fear of failure Fear of failure 
Fear of failure 0.4039 (0.4908) 0 1 
Role model 0.3969 (0.4894) 0.4190 (0.4937)** 0.3641 (0.4813) 
Gender (male) 0.4790 (0.4997) 0.5132 (0.5001)*** 0.4286 (0.4952) 
Age (years) 36.98 (13.40) 36.59 (13.37) 37.55 (13.45) 
Worker (dummy) 0.2943 (0.4559) 0.3019 (0.4593) 0.2831 (0.4508) 
Primary studies 0.2539 (0.4354) 0.2368 (0.4253)** 0.2792 (0.4489) 
Secondary studies 0.3494 (0.4769) 0.3468 (0.4762) 0.3532 (0.4783) 
Post secondary education 0.2981 (0.4624) 0.3080 (0.3101) 0.2829 (0.2787) 
University studies 0.0986 (0.2983) 0.1074 (0.3098)* 0.0857 (0.2801) 
San José 0.3253 (0.4686) 0.3407 (0.4741)* 0.3026 (0.4597) 
Alajuela 0.1857 (0.3890) 0.1761 (0.3810) 0.2000 (0.4003) 
Cartago 0.1222 (0.3277) 0.0995 (0.2994)*** 0.1558 (0.3629) 
Heredia 0.1149 (0.3190) 0.1426 (0.3498)*** 0.0740 (0.2620) 
Guanacaste 0.0740 (0.2618) 0.0546 (0.2273)*** 0.1026 (0.3036) 
Puntarenas 0.0902 (0.2866) 0.1065 (0.3086)*** 0.0662 (0.2489) 
Limón 0.0876 (0.2828) 0.0801 (0.2716) 0.0987 (0.2985) 
Number of observations 1,905 1,136 769 

Notes: *, **, *** indicate significance at the 10%, 5% and 1%, respectively (Kruskall 
Wallis test). 

3.2.3 Control variables 

In the proposed model specification, we control for gender, age, educational attainment, 
labour status, and location. Gender is measured via a dummy (1 = men, 0 = women), 
while age is measured in terms of years. The individual’s educational attainment is 
considered using a set of dummy variables distinguishing people who finished primary 
school (1 = yes, 0 = no), secondary studies (1 = yes, 0 = no), post-secondary studies  
(1 = yes, 0 = no), and university studies (1 = yes, 0 = no). A dummy variable is used to 
measure the respondent’s labour status (1 = worker, 0 = unemployed). Finally, a set of 
dummy variables that identify the respondents’ location were introduced. These variables 
have been used in prior work dealing with entrepreneurial activities (e.g., Driga et al., 
2009; Lafuente and Vaillant, 2013, Lafuente et al., 2007; Langowitz and Minniti, 2007). 

In the final sample of Costa Rican respondents, note that 47.90% are men, being the 
proportion of men with fear of failure (51.32%) significantly higher than that of reported 
for the group of people who do not perceive fear of failure (42.86%). In line with 
previous work on entrepreneurship (Caliendo and Kritikos, 2010; Lafuente et al., 2007; 
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Pfeiffer and Reize, 2000), the average age is 37 years old. For the education variables, it 
is observed that 34.94% of individuals have attained secondary education, while the 
proportion of individuals with post-secondary studies and university studies is 29.81% 
and 9.86%, respectively. In this case, the only significant differences between individuals 
with and without fear of failure were found for the primary studies dummy and the 
university studies variable. These results are slightly lower than those reported in prior 
work focused on the profile of Costa Rican entrepreneurs (Leiva, 2013; Messina and 
Hochsztain, 2015). 

Finally, 29.43% of the sampled individuals are employed; and 32.53% reside in the 
capital city (San Jose). 

3.3 Method 

To verify whether the presence of an entrepreneurial role model reduces the social fear of 
failure, we have chosen a binary choice model as a methodological tool. Therefore, the 
proposed logit model estimated by maximum likelihood has the following form (Greene, 
2003): 

0 1 2i i i iFear of failure Role model Control variables ε= + + +β β β  (1) 

In equation (1), β0 is the intercept of the model, βj is the vector of coefficients estimated 
for each independent variable (j), and εi is the logistically distributed disturbance 
estimated for each individual (i). 

Note that parameters estimated by discrete choice models only show the direction of 
the relationship between a focal independent variable and the dependent variable. For 
interpretation purposes, the average marginal effect (AME) provides an estimation of the 
magnitude of the analysed independent variables. The AME is the average change in the 
probability of the response variable as a result of a variation in an independent factor 
across the sampled observations. Through this approach we can estimate marginal effects 
for each observation, thus the resulting AME not only captures individual-specific 
characteristics, but also gives more realistic estimation results (Greene, 2005). For each 
independent variable (X) the AME is estimated as 

( ) ( ){ }
1

1 1 0 .
N

X i i
i

AME F X X F X X
N =

= = − =∑ β β  

4 Results 

The results of the logistic regression model that relates fear of failure with the role model 
variable are presented in Table 2. Also note that we computed the variance inflation 
factor (VIF) to test if coefficients are amplified due to collinearity problems. Table 2 
reports the average VIF value for the regression model. The results show that for all the 
independent variables the VIF value is below ten – a common cut-off threshold used to 
evaluate collinearity – which confirms that our model does not suffer from collinearity 
problems (Greene, 2003). Additionally, the results of goodness of fit measures – i.e., 
Pseudo R2 and the proportion of correctly classified observations – further validate the 
robustness of the proposed model. 
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Concerning the control variables, the findings in Table 2 indicate that the probability 
of perceiving fear of entrepreneurial failure as an obstacle to entrepreneurship is lower 
among men. More concretely, the result of the average marginal effect shows that, in our 
sample, the probability of having fear of entrepreneurial failure is 8.06 percentage points 
lower among men, relative to the probability of women. This result highlighting that, in 
our sample, women are more likely to perceive fear of failure is similar to the findings 
reported by Sepúlveda and Bonilla (2014) and Wyrwich et al. (2016). 

The coefficients for the variables age and labour status are not statistically significant. 
On contrary, the findings for the education dummies reveal that, compared to the 
probability of people with primary education, the probability of having fear of failure is 
5.45 percentage points higher among people with post secondary education, while the 
probability of fear of failure falls 7.32 percentage points among individuals with 
university studies. Similar to Vaillant and Lafuente (2007), this result suggests that the 
cumulative level of education tends to decrease the fear of entrepreneurial failure. 
Table 2 Logit regression: empirical results 

Dependent variable: fear of failure among  
non-entrepreneurs 

 

Coefficient  
(std. error) 

Average marginal effect 
(std. error) 

Role model –0.1975 (0.0998)** –0.0454 (0.0229)** 
Gender (1 = male) –0.3502 (0.0999)*** –0.0806 (0.0227)*** 
Age (ln years) 0.2165 (0.1356) 0.0498 (0.0311) 
Worker (dummy) –0.0046 (0.1082) –0.0011 (0.0249) 
Secondary education 0.1251 (0.1206) 0.0288 (0.0277) 
Post-secondary education 0.2370 (0.1355)* 0.0545 (0.0311)* 
University studies –0.3180 (0.1883)* –0.0732 (0.0432)* 
Territorial (province) dummies Yes  
Constant –1.1373 (0.5235)**  
Wald test (chi2) 80.31***  
Log likelihood –1241.98  
Pseudo R2 (McFadden) 0.0334  
Average VIF (min-max) 1.24 (1.03–1.75)  
Correctly predicted (fear of failure) 0.6229  
Correctly predicted (no fear of failure) 0.6092  
Correctly predicted (full sample) 0.6147  
Number of observations 1,905  

Notes: Robust standard errors are presented in brackets. San Jose (capital province) is the 
omitted regional dummy variable. *, **, *** indicate significance at the 10%, 5% 
and 1% level, respectively. 

The findings for the key independent variable of the study reveal that, among the group 
of non-entrepreneurs, the personal knowledge of a role model (recent entrepreneur) has a 
significantly negative effect on the probability of reporting fear of failure. 
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More concretely, the result of the average marginal effect shows that, on average, the 
probability of reporting a fear of entrepreneurial failure significantly falls 4.54 percentage 
points among non-entrepreneurs who know a recent entrepreneur (role model), relative to 
the probability of non-entrepreneurs who do not know an entrepreneurial role model. 
This result is in line with the findings by Sepúlveda and Bonilla (2014) for four  
Latin American countries (Argentina, Brazil, Chile, and Mexico) and Wyrwich et al. 
(2016) for Germany. 

The negative relationship between role models and perceived fear of failure 
corroborates our theoretical argument that knowing an entrepreneurial role model 
contributes to reduce the social stigma linked to entrepreneurial failure among  
non-entrepreneurs by transmitting the necessary knowledge (learning effect) and 
increasing the attractiveness of the entrepreneurial career (legitimacy effect) (Gibson, 
2004; Lafuente and Vaillant, 2013; Lafuente et al., 2007; Politis and Gabrielsson, 2009). 

Therefore, we confirm the study hypothesis (H1) that proposes that, among 
individuals not involved in entrepreneurial activities, the personal knowledge of a role 
model reduces the perceived fear of failure. 

5 Conclusions, implications and lines of future research 

5.1 Theoretical contribution 

The study presented in this paper has produced novel empirical evidence on the 
connection between the knowledge of entrepreneurial role models and the social fear of 
entrepreneurial failure in a developing economy. 

In the proposed model, we hypothesised that knowing a recent entrepreneur (role 
model) will significantly reduce the perceived fear of failure. Fear of business failure is a 
widely recognised impediment to entrepreneurial activities, and our study provides a 
compelling vision of how non-entrepreneurs can capitalise on the knowledge and 
legitimacy generated by the contact with recent entrepreneurs to reduce their perceived 
fear of entrepreneurial failure, which constitutes a relevant antecedent of individual 
actions oriented to the creation of new ventures. 

By focusing on the group of non-entrepreneurially active individuals, the results of 
our empirical analysis highlight that the level of fear of business failure in a focal society 
can be reduced by promoting actions – i.e., interaction with entrepreneurs – that enhance 
learning and social legitimacy. 

Therefore, this study contributes to fuel the academic debate on whether increased 
contact with entrepreneurs is a valid mechanism to enhance the entrepreneurial 
ecosystem of territories by encouraging the entrepreneurial intention of individuals 
without entrepreneurial experience in the short- and long-run. Additionally, our study 
extends the emerging literature on the relationship between the knowledge of 
entrepreneurial role models and fear of business failure (Sepúlveda and Bonilla, 2014; 
Wyrwich et al., 2016). 

5.2 Policy implications 

A number of relevant policy implications can be drawn from the results of this paper. A 
high rate of fear of failure within any focal society is evidence of, among other things, a 
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low valuation of the entrepreneurial career which constitutes an antecedent of potentially 
low rates of entrepreneurship in the future. Therefore, policy interventions aimed at 
fostering entrepreneurship should not exclusively focus on entrepreneurially active. 
Rather, entrepreneurship support policies should also target non-entrepreneurially active 
individuals and people without entrepreneurial experience. But, the inputs generated by 
our results suggest that the orientation of support policies based on the promotion of 
contact with entrepreneurs is conditional on the targeted group of beneficiaries. 

On the one hand, by promoting the contact with recent entrepreneurs, individuals 
engaged in the entrepreneurial process may obtain relevant information that contributes 
to reduce the uncertainty often linked to the entrepreneurship career. In this case, a policy 
focused on the promotion of networking with existing entrepreneurs should emphasise 
the learning effects of such entrepreneurial role models. 

On the other hand, policies seeking to develop a network connecting entrepreneurs 
and individuals without entrepreneurial experience may prove themselves effective if 
they first focus on enhancing the social legitimacy of the entrepreneurial career. The 
social valuation of entrepreneurship helps to shape the quality of territories’ 
entrepreneurial ecosystem (Lafuente et al., 2016). Entrepreneurship support policies will 
turn sterile if the territory does not enjoy an entrepreneurship culture that promotes the 
nurturing of potential entrepreneurs to the market. Therefore, the development of an 
entrepreneurial culture within the territory should precede decision-making related to the 
allocation of resources to promote entrepreneurial ventures. This way, the objective of 
networks between entrepreneurial role models and individuals without entrepreneurial 
experience should be to reduce the stigma of business failure in the society (fear of 
failure) by informing people about the benefits (and costs) of the entrepreneurial career as 
well as to increase the social legitimacy of entrepreneurship (Kollmann et al., 2017). This 
type of role model network – i.e., focused on enhanced legitimisation of entrepreneurship 
– will arguably materialise in higher rates of individuals willing to engage in 
entrepreneurship and, subsequently, higher rates of entrepreneurship (Lafuente and 
Vaillant, 2013; Van Gelderen et al., 2015). 

Finally, the results of this study pointing to a positive effect of both the exposure to 
entrepreneurial role models and higher education levels for reducing the perceived fear to 
business failure among non-entrepreneurs suggest that policy actions should also target 
the education system. By promoting the contact with entrepreneurs or enterprise learners, 
specifically designed education strategies can contribute both to channel the accumulated 
knowledge of role models to students and to increase the legitimacy of business 
ownership among students who are the entrepreneurs of the future. Similar policies have 
been implemented in the UK with important results (Tarling et al., 2016). 

5.3 Limitations and suggestions for further research 

To conclude, it must be mentioned a series of limitations to the present research that, in 
turn, represent opportunities for future research. First, and similar to most studies based 
on GEM data (e.g., Driga et al., 2009; Sepúlveda and Bonilla, 2014; Wyrwich et al., 
2016), our study does not permit to scrutinise the influence of different types of role 
models on the individuals’ perceived fear of failure. We present various interpretations of 
how role models contribute to reduce fear of failure; however, we do not evaluate how 
this relationship is affected by the contact with successful and unsuccessful entrepreneurs 
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(Chen et al., 2016), nor do we evaluate how the specific legitimacy of the known 
entrepreneur influences the relationship between role models and fear of failure. 
Specifically designed future research on this issue would be valuable. In a closely related 
manner, a second future area of research should focus on the analysis of the potentially 
differentiating impact on fear of failure of role models in different settings (rural and 
urban). 

Finally, and with the objective to further validate and generalise the findings 
presented in this study, future research should replicate our analysis in other geographic 
contexts. 
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