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Abstract

Purpose – Failure plays a pivotal role in entrepreneurial learning. Knowledge of the learning process that
enables an entrepreneur to re-emerge stronger after a failure, though considerable, is fragmented. This paper
systematically collects relevant literature, assigns it to the stages of the experiential learning process (concrete
experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualization, active experimentation; Kolb, 1984), evaluates
the research coverage of each stage and identifies promising avenues for future research.
Design/methodology/approach – This systematic literature review follows the guidelines articulated by
Short (2009) andTranfield et al. (2003), usingWeb of Science and EBSCO as primary data sources. Kolb’s (1984)
experiential learning theory provides a basis for organizing the identified material into a framework of
entrepreneurial learning from failure.
Findings – The literature provides insights on all stages of the process of entrepreneurial learning from
failure. Particularly well elaborated are the nature of failure and its triggering effect for reflection, the factors
influencing reflection, the contents of the resulting learning and their application in entrepreneurial re-
emergence. Other topics remain under-researched, including alternative modes of recovery, the impact of
personal attributes upon reflection, the cognitive processes underlying reflection, the transformation of failure-
based observations into logically sound concepts and the application of this learning in non-entrepreneurial
contexts.
Originality/value – This review provides the most complete overview of research into the process of
entrepreneurial learning from failure. The systematic, theory-based mapping of this literature takes stock of
current knowledge and proposes areas for future research.

Keywords Entrepreneurial failure, Entrepreneurial learning, Experiential learning, Re-emergence,

Sensemaking

Paper type Literature review

1. Introduction
“Entrepreneurship is a process of learning” (Minniti and Bygrave, 2001). Entrepreneurs can
profit from particularly rich learning in the aftermath of critical events (Cope, 2011). One of
the most critical events an entrepreneur can face is failure (Espinoza-Benavides and D�ıaz,
2019)—the closure of a business that does not meet a minimum threshold for economic
viability (Cope, 2011; Ucbasaran et al., 2013). Given the considerable degree of uncertainty
and ambiguity associated with entrepreneurship, failure is a common phenomenon (Politis,
2008; Sarasvathy, 2001). Entrepreneurial learning from failure is therefore important for
practitioners and a topic that has recently gained traction in research.

In practice, entrepreneurial learning is important, as it improves the individual’s stock of
knowledge. The knowledge acquired through failure can, under certain conditions, facilitate
successful entrepreneurial re-emergence. Moreover, failed entrepreneurs may profit from
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learning outcomes in other occupational contexts and when coping with subsequent critical
events. From a research perspective, entrepreneurial learning from failure is interesting for at
least three reasons. First, failure, despite having gained considerable research interest
recently, still constitutes an emerging field with a number of questions to be answered
(McGrath, 1999; Ucbasaran et al., 2013). Second, the application of learning theories to the
context of failure may not only improve our understanding of failure but also yield
opportunities to further advance learning theory. Third, research into how entrepreneurs
learn from failure responds to the call for more research that facilitates a dynamic view of
entrepreneurship (Cope, 2005).

Research on entrepreneurial learning from failure emerged more than fifteen years ago
(Shepherd, 2003), gainingmomentum in the last few years (more than half of all studies on the
topic have appeared in 2015 or later). As initially noted by Shepherd (2003), research provides
rich evidence that failure yields opportunities for learning but at the same time represents a
difficult context in which to learn. While some interesting insights about the learning
mechanism can be found in qualitative overview studies (Amankwah-Amoah et al., 2018;
Cope, 2011; Frota Vasconcellos Dias and Martens, 2019), most research is situated in highly
specialized sub-fields and discusses the influence of particular single factors on learning from
failure. These factors include the individual’s initial stock of knowledge (Huovinen and
Tihula, 2008; Politis, 2005; Politis and Gabrielsson, 2009), personality traits such as
narcissism (Liu et al., 2019), the attribution of the failure to particular causes (Eggers and
Song, 2015; Walsh and Cunningham, 2017; Yamakawa et al., 2015) and emotions (Dias and
Teixeira, 2017; Shepherd, 2003; Shepherd et al., 2009). As learning is not complete until the
resulting knowledge is applied to a new (entrepreneurial) context (Yamakawa and Cardon,
2015), scholars also address factors influencing knowledge transfer. Findings suggest that
mindfulness of knowledge transfer (Rerup, 2005) as well as the proximity between the two
ventures in time and industry (Eggers and Song, 2015) influence learning effectiveness.

Existing research thus provides deep insights into many of the elements that shape the
process of entrepreneurial learning from failure. However, the high degree of specialization of
many of these research endeavors leads to a fragmentation of the field (Nogueira, 2019). This,
in turn, limits the progress of research, as scholars struggle to build appropriately on the
work of others and to identify clear directions for future endeavors. We acknowledge the
valuable review works that have been conducted by Ucbasaran et al. (2013) and Wang and
Chugh (2014). However, these studies address entrepreneurial learning from failure asmerely
one facet of a broader research context (Ucbasaran et al., 2013: entrepreneurial failure; Wang
and Chugh, 2014: entrepreneurial learning). Further, at the time of their publication, less than
half of the current literature in the field existed. As a consequence, the fragmentation of the
literature on entrepreneurial learning from failure requires fresh consideration, and
additional review work is necessary for the further development of the field.

The present paper is aimed at addressing these issues. Systematic review methodology is
applied to collect and critically evaluate existing literature (Short, 2009; Tranfield et al., 2003)
using the databases EBSCO andWeb of Science. The final sample of 40 articles is organized
and discussed from a processual perspective that is informed by Kolb’s (1984) theory of
experiential learning. Kolb (1984) identifies four stages that an individual must go through in
order to learn effectively from an experience: concrete experience, reflective observation,
abstract conceptualization and active experimentation. In this review, literature findings are
classified according to these stages to generate a theory-guided, processual overview of the
field. Through a comparison of what should be covered in each stage according to
experiential learning theory (Kolb, 1984) and what is actually discussed in the existing
literature, avenues for future research are derived. Our results reveal that the existing
research –while in different intensities and a dispersed manner – thematizes all stages of the
experiential learning process (Kolb, 1984). Particularly well elaborated are the nature of
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failure and its triggering effect for reflection, specific factors influencing reflection (emotion
and attribution), the contents of the resulting learning (e.g. person-, venture- or relationship-
oriented) and their application in entrepreneurial re-emergence. Under-researched are
alternative recovery modes (e.g. epiphanies), personal characteristics (e.g. resilience and
narcissism) and their impact upon reflection. Further, the cognitive processes underlying
reflection itself and especially the transformation of failure-based observations into logically
sound concepts have not adequately been covered so far. Likewise, little attention has been
paid to the application of learning in non-entrepreneurial contexts. With these insights, the
present review contributes to research on entrepreneurial learning from failure in at least two
ways. First, it provides what is, to our knowledge, the most comprehensive overview of the
process of entrepreneurial learning from failure—one that, moreover, results from a
systematic literature search and is informed by a clear theoretical background. Second, it
identifies promising avenues for further research to build a foundation for future research
endeavors.

The paper is structured as follows. First, the theoretical background and conceptual
understanding of entrepreneurial learning and failure are given. Second, the methodology, in
particular the systematic review approach, is presented. Third, the findings from the
literature, which are processual in their focus and guided by theory, are provided. Fourth, the
status quo of the research field is critically discussed. Based on this discussion, fruitful areas
for future research are proposed and the practical implications of the study, as well as its
limitations, are considered.

2. Theoretical and conceptual basis
2.1 Entrepreneurial learning
Entrepreneurial learning is a promising research field at the interface of entrepreneurship
and individual as well as organizational learning (Harrison and Leitch, 2005; Kim, 1993).
Often defined as “learning in the entrepreneurial process” (Holcomb et al., 2009; Politis, 2005;
Ravasi andTurati, 2005;Wang and Chugh, 2014), the field is particularly concernedwith how
and when learning takes place (Wang and Chugh, 2014). As Wang and Chugh (2014) show,
studies on entrepreneurial learning have utilized a wide range of theoretical perspectives:
experiential learning, organizational learning, social cognitive theory, population ecology and
configuration theory. Among these theoretical perspectives, experiential learning has
emerged in recent years as the most influential theory in entrepreneurial learning research
(Fust et al., 2018).

The perspective of experiential learning conceptualizes entrepreneurial learning as a
process of updating a subjective stock of knowledge based on experiences (Cope, 2005;
Minniti and Bygrave, 2001; Politis, 2005). The entrepreneur learns from a given experience
via personal reflection and direct action (Politis and Gabrielsson, 2009). The nature of the
experience significantly influences the learning process and its outcomes. As Cope andWatts
(2000) find, insignificant experiences provoke only “lower-level” learning, which involves
incremental, adaptive changes to existing mental models. Experiences that are perceived as
critical or discontinuous, however, bear the potential to occasion “higher-level” learning
(Cope, 2003). This process involves considerable reflection and may ultimately lead to
significant changes in mind and behavior (Cope, 2003; Pittaway and Thorpe, 2012). As the
present paper is concerned with failure—a very critical event in the life of an entrepreneur
(Espinoza-Benavides and D�ıaz, 2019)—the concrete process of “higher-level” learning and its
influencing factors are of particular interest. In order to structure existing research findings
related to this process, we utilize the experiential learning framework developed by
Kolb (1984).

Kolb’s approach to experiential learning theory not only is widely recognized in
psychology but also serves as the dominant theoretical framework used in entrepreneurship
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research for understanding how entrepreneurs learn (Morris et al., 2012). Kolb perceives
learning as “the process whereby knowledge is created through the transformation of
experience” (Kolb, 1984). Drawing on the work of Lewin (1951) and others (e.g. Dewey, 1910;
Piaget, 1971), Kolb defines four stages a learner must pass through to learn effectively from
an experience. First, the individual is exposed to a concrete experience, which is subsequently
analyzed through reflective observation. The resulting insights are then shaped into new
knowledge via abstract conceptualization and tested via active experimentation (see Figure 1).

The concrete experience is the starting point and basis for learning. It acts as a reference
line for testing the existing abstract concepts. Kolb, citing Hegel (1953), recognizes the
importance of a certain degree of significance the experience has for the learner. In fact, “any
experience that does not violate expectation is not worthy of the name experience” (Hegel,
1953). Similarly, Dewey (1933), whose work is influential for Kolb’s, stresses that in order to
initiate reflection and learning, the daily flow must be interrupted by a “deep” experience—
for example, being stuck with a problem, something unusual or strange. In addition to the
concrete experience itself, the learner’s initial reaction is a formative element of Kolb’s first
learning stage. This reaction comprises a preliminary evaluation and comparison of the event
with existing abstract concepts. In the second stage, a deeper type of analysis, namely
reflective observation, takes place. This reflection has to be performed deliberately and
includes a variety of perspectives. As Duley (1981) stresses, the difficulty of executing this
kind of reflection tends to be the greatest obstacle to individual learning. With a deeper sense
of what has happened, the learner subsequently enters the stage of abstract conceptualization.
In this stage, creativity is more important than reflectivity. The learner has to play, mentally,
in order to integrate observations into logically sound theories. As a final step, the learner
enters the stage of active experimentation. Applying the abstract knowledge he or she has
generated, the individual tests its adequacy. If another unexpected experience results from
this experimentation, a new learning episode starts. As a consequence, over the whole
entrepreneurial life, the process illustrated in Figure 1 is cyclical rather than sequential (Kolb
and Kolb, 2018). Yet for the purpose of analyzing a specific event, the reduction to a four-step
process appears adequate (Politis, 2005).

2.2 Entrepreneurial failure
Entrepreneurial failure has emerged as an important field of research, since the seminal work
of McGrath (1999) raised scholars’ awareness of the fact that failure is an inherent part of the
entrepreneurship phenomenon. Although the body of knowledge on this subject has grown
tremendously since then, there are still many ambiguities regarding our understanding of
entrepreneurial failure (He et al., 2018; Jenkins and McKelvie, 2016; Wennberg and DeTienne,
2014). In a very broad sense, failure includes every negative deviation of actual outcomes
from expected ones (Politis and Gabrielsson, 2009). If we try to grasp the basic concept of
entrepreneurial failure, three levels of interpretation become apparent: firstly, failure as the
disappearance of the firm from a market, secondly failure in an organizational term and
thirdly failure as defined by the personal perception of the entrepreneur.

Within the first vein of interpretation,market persistence is regarded as a core criterion for
entrepreneurial failure (Mitchell and Singh, 1993; Perkins, 2014). This seems to be quite a
narrow interpretation of the concept of failure, one closely related to ecological approaches
(Fotopoulos and Louri, 2000). However, the non-survival of the company within a given
market does not necessarily mean the cessation of the business, as an organization may
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Figure 1.
Entrepreneurial
learning process
(cf. Kolb, 1984)
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continue to exist, offering new products or services and competing in new markets or new
economies (Josefy et al., 2017).

The second lens focuses on organizational failure, which is the discontinuance of a business
(Bruno et al., 1992; He et al., 2018; Singh et al., 2015). This dimension primarily describes cases of
bankruptcy and insolvency (Shepherd, 2003), and it also encompasses cases in which
businesses have not yet reached insolvency but nevertheless suffer financial losses and poor
economic viability (Ucbasaran et al., 2013). However, companies can close for reasons of a more
neutral or even positive nature. Closure can occur due to the retirement of the entrepreneur or to
personal changes (the desire to work socially or in another profession) (Wennberg and
DeTienne, 2014;Wennberg et al., 2010). It can also happenbecause of serious health problemsor
for reasons relating to family (DeTienne and Wennberg, 2016), as well as due to unexpected
circumstances such as legal constraints, war or pandemic (e.g. Wdowiak et al., 2017).

Finally, the individual lens focuses on failure defined by the fact that it is (cognitively)
perceived as such by the entrepreneur, regardless of whether or not the company survives
(Cope, 2011; Ucbasaran et al., 2013). A rather obvious case refers to the closure of the
company, which also involves a personally perceived failure of the entrepreneur (Cope, 2011;
Singh et al., 2007). In some cases, however, the company does survive, but its development is
not satisfactory from the entrepreneur’s point of view, which leads to his or her withdrawal
from the company (Ucbasaran et al., 2010). Researchers argue that well-educated and
experienced entrepreneurs, in particular, are willing to take this last step because they have
especially high growth expectations or because they have better opportunities on the labor
market (Gimeno et al., 1997).

This plethora of understandings of entrepreneurial failure, coupled with the wide range of
research questions addressed in existing research (Jenkins and McKelvie, 2016), obviously
leads to methodological variation. Differences become particularly apparent in the approach
to measuring entrepreneurial failure. On one side, failure is measured objectively. Most often,
economic performance is used as the basis for measurement in objective approaches, as poor
financial figures are generally the basis for cases of bankruptcy and insolvency (see, e.g.
Jenkins andMcKelvie, 2016; Shepherd, 2003; Shepherd et al., 2009; Yamakawa et al., 2015). On
other side, failure is measured subjectively. Subjective approaches build on the comparison of
individually set goals and actual outcomes (Jenkins and McKelvie, 2016). Here, failure can be
ascribed even towell-functioning companies that do notmeet the individually defined criteria
(see, e.g. He et al., 2018; Sitkin, 1992). Another subjective way of measuring failure takes into
account the personal attitude and situation of the entrepreneur, acknowledging that
entrepreneurs differ in how deeply failure impacts them psychologically and financially
(Cope, 2011).

In defining entrepreneurial failure for our own research purpose, we rely upon the
organizational lens (discontinuance of business) and objective criteria of failure (economic
performance). This approach leads to a relatively homogenous sample of organizations in
terms of financial performance and triggering events. Consequently, it allows for comparison
of subsequent individual reactions. Many studies that focus on learning from failure adopt
this perspective (e.g. Byrne and Shepherd, 2015; Cope, 2011; Shepherd, 2003; Stam et al., 2008),
which facilitates the comparison of findings. We follow Ucbasaran et al. (2013) in going
beyond the very narrow criterion of bankruptcy. In fact, we include cases inwhich businesses
are closed because they consistently create losses. As a consequence, our working definition
of failure for this literature review is the closure of a business because it has notmet aminimum
threshold for economic viability.

3. Methodology
We conducted a systematic literature review (SLR) following the guidelines of Short (2009)
and Tranfield et al. (2003), which are established in the area of entrepreneurship (Bird et al.,
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2012; Nason et al., 2015; Ucbasaran et al., 2013). The SLR process is illustrated in Figure 2 (see
Wang and Chugh, 2014 for a similar approach). As a starting point, we defined our research
objectives, which can be summarized as analyzing the status quo and providing avenues for
future research in the field of entrepreneurial learning from failure. Second, we defined our
research boundaries according to the definitional considerations presented above. We focus
on entrepreneurial learning from failure and define failure as the closure of a business because
it has not met a minimum threshold for economic viability (Cope, 2011; Ucbasaran et al., 2013).
Based on these objectives and this definition, we set the following inclusion criteria. We
searched for peer-reviewed articles in the electronic databases EBSCO and Web of Science.
Within these databases, we searched simultaneously in title, keywords and abstract fields. As
learning from failure is a topic in various contexts, theoretical backgrounds and research
domains, we opted for a broad approach in defining the search terms.Wewere aware that this
would imply a high number of articles to be excluded manually. However, the rather small
field of our research allows for such a procedure, which decreases the risk (immanent in SLR)

Setting research objectives:
- Discuss and critically evaluate current state of research

- Identify avenues for future research

Defining conceptual boundaries:
- Broadly define entrepreneurial learning

- Define entrepreneurial failure as a business closure because of a lack of minimum economic viability

Search boundaries:
Peer-reviewed articles in electronic 

databases (Web of Science and EBSCO); 

English as publication language

Search terms:
(entrepr* OR self-employed) AND (fail* 

OR clos* OR loss* OR bankrupt* OR 

insolven* OR liquidat* OR death) AND 

learn*)

Cover period:
Up to and including 2019

Applying exclusion criteria:
- Articles that focus on learning from failure within organizations

- Articles that focus on entrepreneurial learning but do not provide insights into failure-triggered learning

- Articles that focus on entrepreneurial failure but do not provide insights into learning as a consequence of failure

Independent data coding:
- Researcher A

Independent data coding:
- Researcher B

Validating data coding:
- Cross-checking coding results

- Revisiting articles for coding

- Discussion to reach consensual inter-rater reliability

Setting the inclusion criteria

WoS: 394 articles | EBSCO: 335 articles

WoS: 30 articles | EBSCO: 26 articles

- Exclusion of articles that appear in both databases (22 cases)

- Inclusion of additional papers that represent seminal pieces for some of the sample articles (6 cases)

Final sample: 40 articles

Figure 2.
Systematic literature
review approach
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of missing relevant publications (Pittaway et al., 2004). Our search operators were: (entrepr*
OR self-employed) AND (fail* OR clos* OR loss* OR bankrupt* OR insolven* OR liquidat*
OR death) AND learn*). Applying this search agenda and limiting the search to publications
in the English language led to 394 results inWeb of Science and 335 results in EBSCO. As we
aimed to provide a full picture of the development of research in this area over time, we
decided to refrain from setting time restrictions. Thus, all relevant publication activity up to
and including 2019 is considered. To ensure a systematic and reliable approach, we defined
exclusion criteria (for details see Appendix, Table A1). The most frequent reasons for
exclusion were that articles 1) lacked an entrepreneurial focus (i.e. were situated in an
organizational learning context), 2) did not focus on failure-based learning (i.e. referred to
learning in other contexts than failure), and 3) provided insights into the phenomenon of
entrepreneurial failure without a considerable contribution on learning (i.e. targeted failure-
related questions that are irrelevant from a learning perspective). Both researchers separately
read all titles and abstracts to exclude irrelevant articles. Cases of doubt were discussed and
consensus was reached. For further validation, a third researcher independently applied the
exclusion criteria to 100 articles gathered from Web of Science. In 99 cases, exclusion
outcomes mirrored ours. In the remaining case, a consensus was reached. Applying the
exclusion criteria, 30 articles from Web of Science and 26 from EBSCO were found to be
relevant. After the elimination of duplicates (22), we carefully read the remaining papers. In
the course of this process, six additional articles came to our attentionwhich focused on topics
linked to learning. As they delivered important additional insights, we decided to include
them in the review. Consequently, our final sample for the review consists of 40 articles.

To prepare the relevant information for the literature analysis, all sample articles were
read again and open codingwas applied. Specifically, we identifiedwhich of the four stages of
experiential learning each publication considered. In addition, we analyzed the articles’ key
contributions and collected general information relating to authorship, methodology and
publication outlet. To secure an objective process, the coding of all articles was executed by
both researchers separately. Although there was a degree of subjective judgment involved in
the classification of the literature results according to the experiential learning phases, the
coding of 36 of 40 sample articles was consistent. In the remaining four cases, a consensus
was reached by revisiting the articles and discussing the nature of their findings. As a
consequence, the final data basis for this review represents the shared understanding of the
two researchers.

4. Results
4.1 Development of the field
Entrepreneurial learning from failure is a young and highly specialized research stream,
informed by the literatures on entrepreneurial learning and entrepreneurial failure. As
illustrated in Figure 3, the first research on this topic emerged at the beginning of the twenty-
first century. While relevant publications remained rare until 2010, research interest in this
field increased considerably in subsequent years. Indeed, more than half of all relevant
articles were published in 2015 or later. While the still limited number of studies and the
heterogeneity of their research purposesmake it difficult to generalize about the emergence of
the field, we attempt to elaborate some major themes that have shaped the field so far.

Influenced by the call issued by McGrath (1999) to correct the bias in entrepreneurship
research toward success, scholars began to shed light on failure-related topics. This wave
first hit the entrepreneurial learning literature at the beginning of the twenty-first century,
when Shepherd (2003) reflected on the learning process following business failure and the role
of grief as an important influencing factor [1]. Additional studies of the learning process were
published two years later, when Politis (2005) and Rerup (2005), both aiming for a general
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understanding of entrepreneurial learning from experience, specifically elaborated on failure
as an important type of experience. From 2007 onward, empirical studies on a wide range of
relevant topics, such as re-engagement (Stam et al., 2008), experience transformation
(Huovinen and Tihula, 2008), grief (Shepherd et al., 2009), attitudes toward failure (Politis and
Gabrielsson, 2009), comparative optimism (Ucbasaran et al., 2010) and attribution (Ucbasaran
et al., 2011) emerged. These studies increased knowledge but also led to fragmentation, which
was partly solved by a second wave of conceptual studies (2012–2014) that sought to make
sense of the earlier empirical findings (Coad, 2014; Pittaway and Thorpe, 2012; Ucbasaran
et al., 2013). The substantial body of recent research shows threemain foci. First, studies have
tested the (learning-based) link between failure and performance increase in subsequent
entrepreneurial endeavors (Boso et al., 2019; Paik, 2014; Parker, 2013). Second, research has
attempted to provide a holistic view of the learning process from failure to re-emergence
(Amankwah-Amoah et al., 2018; Dias and Teixeira, 2017; Frota Vasconcellos Dias and
Martens, 2019), applying qualitative methodology. Third, scholars, drawing on learning from
failure, have focused on changes in specific behaviors—such as internationalization
(Lafuente et al., 2019), strategic action (Lin et al., 2019) and negotiation of venture capital
(Nahata, 2019)—upon entrepreneurial re-emergence.

4.2 Provenance of the research
Consistent with our selection criteria, all articles were published in peer-reviewed journals.
Most papers were found in the Journal of Business Venturing (seven) and Entrepreneurship
Theory and Practice (five), as well as the International Journal of Entrepreneurial Behavior
and Research (four). As far as the country of author’s affiliation is concerned, the United
States of America (23) and the United Kingdom (21) were the most important research spots.
On a continental level, most scholars were affiliated with universities in Europe (43), followed
by North America (25). The remaining continents provided lower numbers of relevant
contributions (Asia: ten; Australia/Oceania: nine; Africa: four; South America: four).

Looking at research collaborations (indicated by differing affiliations among co-authors),
one can see that 14 papers were crafted in international collaborations, with 12 of them
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Publication
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originating from two or more continents. In all 12 intercontinental collaborations, at least one
scholar had an affiliation in the United States. While earlier papers emerged primarily
through collaborations between the United States and Europe, more recent collaborations
have included researchers fromAfrica andAsia. In general, a rising trend toward cooperation
is visible, as about two-thirds of all collaborative publications stem from the last four years.

4.3 Methods
Research on entrepreneurial learning from failure utilizes conceptual, qualitative and
quantitative approaches. Among the 40 studies in our sample, eight apply a purely
conceptual lens, 14 use qualitative methods, 16 quantitative methods and two a mixed-
method approach. A temporal perspective reveals that early research predominantly applied
conceptual lenses to create a basic understanding of the phenomenon of learning from failure
(Politis, 2005; Rerup, 2005; Shepherd, 2003). Recent research, by contrast, is often of an
empirical nature, utilizing qualitative and quantitative approaches with nearly similar
frequency.

Qualitative studies use samples of one (Huovinen and Tihula, 2008; Pretorius and le Roux,
2011) to (initially) 30 (Walsh and Cunningham, 2017) “failed” entrepreneurs. Thirteen of the 14
qualitative studies build on in-depth interviews. In some cases (e.g. Byrne and Shepherd,
2015), the data basis is expanded by observation and written documents. To approach the
challenge of biases stemming from the processual nature of learning, studies either utilize
narrative interview techniques that help participants to recall relevant information (e.g.
Corner et al., 2017) or include informal follow-up conversations (Singh et al., 2015).
Quantitative studies are based on samples of between 142 (He et al., 2018) and 41,259 (Nielsen
and Sarasvathy, 2016) entrepreneurs. Several works compare the performance of initial and
subsequent entrepreneurial attempts on the basis of income- or profit-related data (see, e.g.
Chen, 2013; Parker, 2013). Additional descriptive statistics on the research methods are
presented in Table 1. For an overview of sample sizes by methodology, see Appendix
Table A2.

4.4 Key contributions
Existing research on entrepreneurial learning from failure predominantly addresses three
issues. One group of papers explores the question of whether learning from failure, as such,
exists and to what extent it positively influences future venture endeavors. This area of
inquiry is informed mainly by a conceptual paper by Coad (2014) and a number of
quantitative studies dedicated to testing the failure–learning and/or failure–future
performance relationship (Boso et al., 2019; Espinoza-Benavides and D�ıaz, 2019; Mueller
and Shepherd, 2016; Paik, 2014; Parker, 2013). While Coad (2014) in his conceptual work is
critical about the effects of failure-induced learning, empirical findings predominantly
suggest that, under certain circumstances, learning from failure is possible. A second group
of articles focuses on factors that are assumed to influence learning (for an overview see Wei
et al., 2019). Among those factors, emotion (Byrne and Shepherd, 2015; Corner et al., 2017;
Shepherd, 2003; Shepherd et al., 2009) and failure attribution (Cardon et al., 2011; Eggers and
Song, 2015; Mantere et al., 2013; Ucbasaran et al., 2011; Walsh and Cunningham, 2017;
Yamakawa and Cardon, 2015; Yamakawa et al., 2015) are most frequently studied. Further
factors of interest are mindfulness (Rerup, 2005), attitude toward failure (Politis and
Gabrielsson, 2009), comparative optimism (Ucbasaran et al., 2010), stigma (Singh et al., 2015),
pre-education (Nielsen and Sarasvathy, 2016), failure velocity (He et al., 2018) and narcissism
(Liu et al., 2019). A third group of papers takes a broader view by exploring the learning
process or parts thereof. Areas of inquiry include the transformation of experience into
knowledge (Huovinen and Tihula, 2008); failure perception, reflection and the resulting
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learning outcomes (Cope, 2011; Dias and Teixeira, 2017; Frota Vasconcellos Dias and
Martens, 2019; Heinze, 2013; Pittaway and Thorpe, 2012; Pretorius and Le Roux, 2011; Singh
et al., 2007; Ucbasaran et al., 2013) and learning-based behavioral changes upon
entrepreneurial re-emergence (Amankwah-Amoah et al., 2018; Lafuente et al., 2019; Lin
et al., 2019; Nahata, 2019).

As visible, the contributions of 37 of 40 research studies can be linked to one of the three
issues mentioned above. The remaining papers make a very heterogeneous range of
contributions, such as clarifying definitional issues (Jenkins and McKelvie, 2016) or
proposing conceptual learning frameworks (Politis, 2005) as well as theories of re-emergence
(Stam et al., 2008).

A comprehensive list of publications, including their key contributions and other relevant
information, is provided in Table 1.

4.5 Learning process
In this section, we present the state of research on entrepreneurial learning from failure from
an experiential learning perspective, structuring our findings according to the experiential
learning process developed by Kolb (1984).

4.5.1 Concrete experience. The failure of an entrepreneurial endeavor is in many cases a
highly critical event influencing both the business and the personal life of an entrepreneur
(Coad, 2014; Cope and Watts, 2000; Dias and Teixeira, 2017; Huovinen and Tihula, 2008;
Shepherd, 2003; Singh et al., 2007). Spheres of impact include financial, emotional,
physiological, social, professional and entrepreneurial domains (Cope, 2011; Heinze, 2013;
Pittaway and Thorpe, 2012). The actual level of impact depends on the nature of the failure
event (e.g. bankruptcy, closure due to sustained losses) and a range of subjective factors
determined primarily by the entrepreneur’s personality. Indeed, perceptions of failure may
vary widely. Shepherd (2003) even sees links between entrepreneurial failure and the loss of a
loved person, given the strong bonds between ventures and their owners (Frota Vasconcellos
Dias and Martens, 2019; Shepherd, 2003). In contrast, Dias and Teixeira (2017) find that in
some cases failure may be experienced as a relief after the stress of the process of descending
into failure.

A large number of studies stress the pivotal role of failure as a trigger for learning (e.g.
Amankwah-Amoah et al., 2018; Cope, 2011; Eggers and Song, 2015; He et al., 2018; Singh et al.,
2007). Drawing on the work of Fiol and Lyles (1985), Cope (2003) states that “shocks, jolts, and
crises are necessary for unlearning, new higher-level learning and readaptation to take place.”
In a later study of eight “failed” entrepreneurs, Cope (2011) illustrates how failure can trigger
higher-level learning, resulting in a variety of outcomes (e.g. learning about oneself and about
entrepreneurship—for details see stage 3). Yet, as Shepherd (2003) mentions, learning from
failure is neither automatic nor instantaneous. It requires specific learning behaviors that
occur during subsequent stages of the experiential learning process.

4.5.2 Reflective observation.An entrepreneur who perceives a failure as critical may enter a
stage of reflective observation on what has happened. Reflective observation is—in the
entrepreneurial context—well captured by the notion of sensemaking articulated in
Ucbasaran et al. (2013). Ucbasaran et al. (2013) conceptualize sensemaking as a complex
process aimed at giving meaning to occurrences. From a temporal perspective, sensemaking
consists of the sub-stages scanning and reflecting. Scanning entails paying selective
attention to information regarding the failure (Ucbasaran et al., 2013). Reflecting can be seen
as a stage of information processing and attaching meaning to the insights achieved.
Pittaway and Thorpe (2012), interpreting Cope’s lifetime contribution to the field of
entrepreneurial learning, portray reflection as a process of four interrelated activities: looking
backward, reminiscing about the experience; looking forward to further possible actions;
looking outward to the environment; and looking inward to oneself.
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The importance of reflective observation for experiential learning is illustrated
empirically by Pretorius and Le Roux (2011). The authors investigate a 20-year-long
entrepreneurial career that consisted of five consecutive business failures. The analysis
reveals that the entrepreneur never reflected on these failures but instead directly re-engaged
in the next entrepreneurial endeavor. The study finds no evidence of learning behaviors or
learning outcomes and thus sees this lack of learning as a main cause for the persistent
failing.

The process of reflective observation is influenced by a variety of interrelated cognitive
and emotional factors (Schwandt, 2005; Ucbasaran et al., 2013). The literature discusses the
role of the individual stock of knowledge, the trait of narcissism, the attribution of the failure
to particular causes and the individual emotional patterns for this learning stage.

Stock of knowledge. The nature of experiential learning as experience-based updating of
previous knowledge (Kolb, 1984) is visible in the entrepreneurial context. Minniti and
Bygrave (2001) equate learning to updating a subjective stock of knowledge. Politis (2005),
empirically supported by Huovinen and Tihula (2008), views learning as a transformation of
experience into knowledge and also considers the role of pre-existing knowledge for
interpretation and reflection. This insight is supported by Mueller and Shepherd (2016), who
highlight that the benefits that result from an experience of failure depend on prior
knowledge. Specifically, they argue that more experienced entrepreneurs possess more
enhanced opportunity prototypes. An opportunity prototype is “a cognitive representation of
the ideal business opportunity,” which influences the transformation of the experience of
failure into knowledge about the process of opportunity identification. In addition, as Politis
and Gabrielsson (2009) find, prior start-up and business closure experience may influence an
entrepreneur’s attitude toward failure, which in turn impacts the reflective observation
process.

Narcissism. In their recent quantitative study, Liu et al. (2019) show that narcissism has a
strong influence on an entrepreneur’s ability and motivation to engage in reflective
observation. Narcissism entails an exaggeratedly positive self-view that the individual
wishes to maintain. Entrepreneurs with highly narcissistic tendencies might show limited
openness to external feedback and apply only selective information scanning mechanisms.
Hence, the information they gather about their failures might be limited, both in amount and
validity. This phenomenon applies particularly in cases of high social costs. Given the strong
need narcissists have to maintain their reputations, they will apply coping mechanisms that
limit critical reflection on causes of failure.

Attribution of failure to specific causes. The extent and flow of reflection are significantly
influenced by the identification of reasons for the failure (Eggers and Song, 2015; Walsh and
Cunningham, 2017; Yamakawa et al., 2015). Mantere et al. (2013) illustrate seven types of
failure narratives, of which four were found to be predominantly used by entrepreneurs.
These narratives include the acceptance of personal responsibility (“catharsis”), the
attribution of irrational behavior to collective hubris in the venture (“hubris”), the
“downfall of the entrepreneurial hero” due to externals (e.g. investors) (“nemesis”) and
unexpected market developments (“fate”). Despite this variety of attributions of failure,
research mainly builds on simpler conceptualizations.

Yamakawa and Cardon (2015) distinguish internal, unstable attribution from external,
stable attribution. The former refers to a cognitive pattern of blaming oneself for the failure.
The entrepreneur finds the cause of failure to be a shortcoming in his or her skills,
management expertise or financial planning. Internal attribution enables so-called
counterfactual thinking, a type of reflection that enhances the understanding of cause–
effect relationships. As a consequence, rich learning can be expected, changing the previously
erroneous mindset and rendering the failure cause unstable. In another study, Yamakawa
et al. (2015) confirm the potential positive impact of internally attributed failures on reflection.
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However, they highlight that the extent of prior failure experiences influences this
relationship. For entrepreneurs who have suffered a high number of failure experiences,
internal attribution can limit the ability to reflect. If the entrepreneur, on the other hand,
ascribes the failure to external, stable causes, negative emotions (e.g. feelings of shame or
grief) can be mitigated (Yamakawa et al., 2015). This, however, implies that he or she
perceives failure as a result of unfavorable external conditions like strong competition and
environmental uncertainty, limiting the signaling effect of failure and thereby limiting
reflection. A group that appears prone to external failure attribution are serial entrepreneurs
(Ucbasaran et al., 2011). Despite repeated failure, serial entrepreneurs have been found to
adhere to external failure attribution, impeding their learning progress. Walsh and
Cunningham (2017) link failure attribution to specific learning outcomes. They explore
three different types of failure ascriptions: internal, external and hybrid. Internal failure
ascription triggers affective responses leading to person-related learning outcomes—that is,
“learning about oneself” (Cope, 2005, 2011). Entrepreneurs who attribute failure to external
causes show behavioral changes with regard to venture and network/relationship
dimensions. Hybrid approaches combining internal and external ascription lead to
cognitive responses with regard to venture management.

Emotional sphere. Failure, as an exceptionally critical event, strongly impacts the
entrepreneur’s emotional sphere (Dias and Teixeira, 2017; Shepherd, 2003; Shepherd et al.,
2009). Failure-induced emotions are manifold and can include grief, regret, disappointment,
frustration, pain, remorse, shame, anger, guilt, blame, depression and the development of
phobias (Byrne and Shepherd, 2015; Singh et al., 2007, 2015; Ucbasaran et al., 2013). Byrne and
Shepherd (2015), drawing on the work of others, highlight that failure may also facilitate
positive emotions (e.g. feelings of pride, confidence and enthusiasm). The concrete emotional
impact of a failure depends on various factors, such as the entrepreneur’s experience, age,
perception of blame and degree of resilience (Corner et al., 2017; Shepherd, 2003; Ucbasaran
et al., 2013). Further, as Frota Vasconcellos Dias and Martens (2019) stress, emotions related
to failure can also be considerably influenced or even triggered by the entrepreneur’s social
environment (friends, spouse, parents and other family members). The emergence of
emotions is a process, and emotions often emerge only at a certain temporal distance from the
failure event itself (Heinze, 2013).

Despite the commonly shared awareness of emotional diversity, existing research focuses
mainly on one specific form of emotion: grief. This stream was established by Shepherd
(2003), who applied psychological insights to the entrepreneurial context. Shepherd argues
that grief, as a negative emotional response to failure, may interfere with the entrepreneur’s
allocation of attention to the causes of failure. Overcoming grief as an obstacle to learning
requires efforts in two directions. On the one hand, in the close aftermath of failure, the
entrepreneur might feel the need to distract himself or herself from thinking about the loss
(“restoration orientation”). Cope (2011) refers to this as an “initial hiatus,” a process of
stepping back in order to heal emotionally. On the other hand, Shepherd (2003) and Cope
(2011) similarly note that from a certain point, active engagement with the failure becomes
essential for recovering and learning (“loss orientation”). In addition, Shepherd (2003) argues
that founding a new company might also accelerate recovery from failure. However, this
manner of coping involves the danger of repeating mistakes due to insufficient learning
(Shepherd, 2003; Pretorius and Le Roux, 2011). Instead, “oscillation” between restoration and
loss orientation is seen as the ideal path toward recovery and subsequent learning. Reduced
grief after stages of restoration orientation may enable the entrepreneur to focus for a time
and to a certain extent on the loss before embarking on a further phase of restoration. This
dual process continues until the entrepreneur has recovered. The exact time span of an
individual’s process of recovery from grief varies. Amankwah-Amoah et al. (2018), drawing
on a sample of 15 re-emerged entrepreneurs, report on periods of between one and two years.
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Byrne and Shepherd (2015) offer another perspective on the underlying process. The
authors asked “failed” entrepreneurs for their overall emotional feeling at the time of failure
and after some time had passed. Linking the responses to the respective learning progress,
they find that strong negative emotions at the beginning followed by strong positive
emotions are the most effective constellation for learning. In this way, the negative emotions
trigger deep reflection. The process of reflection (probably via oscillation) enables the
entrepreneur to reduce grief and to concentrate on the causes of failure. Yet, as Corner et al.
(2017) argue, not every case requires intensive efforts toward recovery. Indeed, their
qualitative investigation of the emotional processes of 11 “failed” entrepreneurs revealed that
the majority showed resilience, and thus stable levels of functioning, after a severe event.
Consequently, there may exist other emotional pathways following a failure that have yet to
be explored.

One potential path is described in the work of Singh et al. (2015). In a qualitative study,
they found evidence that entrepreneurs felt tainted with stigma—a negative emotion that
emerged even prior to the failure and inhibited subsequent reflection. Yet at some point, study
participants experienced a so-called “epiphany”. This epiphany, defined as a sudden, deep
insight into how the entrepreneur himself or herself had contributed to the failure, changed
the prior negative emotional state into a positive one and enabled reflective observation.

While there are obviously different views on how emotions should be regulated, studies
concur about the pivotal role this process plays in learning (Amankwah-Amoah et al., 2018;
Cope, 2011; Shepherd, 2003; Singh et al., 2007;Wei et al., 2019). In cases of multiple failures, He
et al. (2018) find that the rate at which failure events are experienced (“failure velocity”)
influences learning. Failure may, on the one hand, trigger sensemaking while on the other
hand generating strong emotions that hinder learning. Consequently, the relationship
between failure velocity and learning behaviors follows an inverted U-shape.

4.5.3 Abstract conceptualization. In the stage of abstract conceptualization, the
entrepreneur further develops his or her conclusions about the failure experience.
Specifically, the insights from the previous stage of reflective observation are linked to
existing knowledge to form sound theories (Kolb, 1984). This results in a variety of abstract
learning outcomes that are not situation-specific but rather applicable in a range of contexts
(entrepreneurship, consulting, mentoring, etc.; Cope, 2011). With regard to the content of the
learning, research has found evidence for learning within the personal, social, venture and
entrepreneurial spheres (Cope, 2011; Frota Vasconcellos Dias and Martens, 2019; Mueller and
Shepherd, 2016; Singh et al., 2007). These findings represent perceived learning outcomes,
predominantly derived from in-depth interviews with failed entrepreneurs (Cope, 2011; Frota
Vasconcellos Dias and Martens, 2019; Singh et al., 2007).

The personal sphere comprises insights about one’s own strengths, weaknesses, skills,
attitudes, beliefs and areas for development as well as interests and motivations. Cope’s
(2011) findings are complemented by a number of further exploratory studies (e.g. Frota
Vasconcellos Dias and Martens, 2019; Heinze, 2013). Specific examples of learning have
included the consciousness of personal strengths (Cope, 2011), the need to follow one’s
passion (Heinze, 2013) and the awareness of increased resilience (Frota Vasconcellos Dias and
Martens, 2019). Conceptually, Cope (2011) links person-related outcomes to the concept of
“transformative learning” (Mezirow, 1991). Transformative learning is a higher-order form of
learning with a distinctly personal dimension, able to induce profound changes in “the self”
of the entrepreneur (Cope, 2003, 2011; Mezirow, 1991). Walsh and Cunningham (2017) find
that this learning outcome appears also in situations of extended grief. However, it depends
upon identifying the cause of failure primarily in oneself (Walsh and Cunningham, 2017).
This may also reflect reality in many cases, as the failure as a catalyst for transformative
learning often is self-imposed (Pittaway and Thorpe, 2012). A sustainable, critical focus on
areas for personal (and business) development may lead to what Lindh and Thorgren (2016)
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call a “continuous reflective ability” and a “better self-view” (Ucbasaran et al., 2010) in the
long run.

Learning about social relationships refers to improved insights into the nature and
management of social networks inside and outside the venture (Cope, 2011; Frota
Vasconcellos Dias and Martens, 2019). The range of network partners is wide, including,
for example, the entrepreneurial team, employees, customers, suppliers, competitors,
advisory agencies and support services. Better understanding of and ability to handle
social ties may enhance the ability to spot and seize entrepreneurial opportunities
(Politis, 2005).

Venture-related learning outcomes relate to an enhanced understanding with reference to
the (former) enterprise’s strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats (Cope, 2005, 2011;
Espinoza-Benavides and D�ıaz, 2019; Frota Vasconcellos Dias and Martens, 2019). Moreover,
entrepreneurs may gain a clearer picture of internal business needs, requirements for growth
and future strategic directions (Cope, 2005; Lafuente et al., 2019; Lin et al., 2019). These
outcomes result from “double-loop learning”, a means of higher-level learning enabling a
renewed understanding or redefinition of organizational processes and strategies
(Cope, 2011).

Learning about entrepreneurial activities refers to entrepreneurial tasks in a narrower
sense (recognizing opportunities, coping with the liabilities of newness) as well as to more
general venture management activities. The formers are discussed in a conceptual work by
Politis (2005), who sees improvements in opportunity recognition and liability handling as
primary outcomes of entrepreneurial learning. This conceptualization of entrepreneurial
learning has been applied empirically by Huovinen and Tihula (2008). Mueller and Shepherd
(2016) find further evidence that learning from failure may lead to improved abilities of
opportunity identification. This, however, requires the use of proper cognitive tools, such as a
certain style of sensemaking (Mueller and Shepherd, 2016). Among general venture
management activities, better capabilities in negotiating with venture capitalists (Nahata,
2019) and acting effectively under pressure and tension are thematized (Frota Vasconcellos
Dias and Martens, 2019). Conceptually, learning about venture management can be linked to
Gibb’s (1997) concept of “generative learning,” implying that the entrepreneur may become
more proactive in future venturing decisions (Cope, 2011).

4.5.4Active experimentation. Previously failed entrepreneursmay choose among a variety
of ways to actively experiment with their newly acquired learning outcomes. Indeed, research
stresses that, besides further entrepreneurial activity, there are other options, like consulting
and networking, through which a “failed” entrepreneur can utilize and test his or her
knowledge base (Cope, 2011; Singh et al., 2015). However, empirical studies are mostly
concerned with entrepreneurial re-engagement (e.g. Amankwah-Amoah et al., 2018; Boso
et al., 2019; Espinoza-Benavides and D�ıaz, 2019; Nielsen and Sarasvathy, 2016; Yamakawa
and Cardon, 2015; Yamakawa et al., 2015). Specifically, they attempt to understand why
certain individuals (and not others) decide to actively experiment via re-engagement (e.g.
Nielsen and Sarasvathy, 2016; Stam et al., 2008) as well as to determine how and when this
application of knowledge is executed (e.g. Amankwah-Amoah et al., 2018; Huovinen and
Tihula, 2008; Rerup, 2005). Moreover, research focuses on specific behavioral changes upon
re-emergence, includingmodified strategic actions (Lin et al., 2019), negotiation behavior with
venture capitalists (Nahata, 2019) and internationalization (Lafuente et al., 2019). Further,
scholars attempt to measure the degree of success that is derived from learning (e.g. Paik,
2014; Yamakawa et al., 2015).

The question of why “failed” entrepreneurs decide to enter the stage of active
experimentation via entrepreneurial re-emergence has attracted considerable research
interest (Nielsen and Sarasvathy, 2016; Stam et al., 2008; Ucbasaran et al., 2010, 2013). Stam
et al. (2008) stress learning as the primary reason for restarting entrepreneurship when a

IJEBR
26,5

1116



previous attempt has failed. While assumed learning may not in itself be enough, in many
cases, to prompt an entrepreneur to decide to re-emerge (Lafuente et al., 2019), learning, taken
in conjunction with overconfidence and a lack of other employment opportunities, has been
found to drive most re-engagement decisions (Nielsen and Sarasvathy, 2016; Ucbasaran et al.,
2010, 2013). In addition, Amankwah-Amoah et al. (2018) highlight the role of family as a
supporting factor. Eggers and Song (2015) as well as Yamakawa et al. (2015) see a connection
between the primary direction of failure ascription and motivation for a restart. They argue
that external failure ascription might lead to a higher probability of re-engagement. In the
opposite case (internal failure ascription), entrepreneurs might see themselves as not being
talented enough and therefore refrain from re-engagement. This insight may be linked to the
finding of Singh et al. (2015) that the feeling of stigma needs to be overcome prior to entering
the experimentation stage.

Recognizing that the mindful application of prior experience is essential for successful
future venture performance (Rerup, 2005), research analyzes patterns of re-engagement
behaviors. In particular, the question ofwhen and how active experimentation takes place has
been of interest. Dias and Teixeira (2017) stress that failure appears to have a significant
impact on how entrepreneurs design their re-emergence. Specifically, “failed” serial
entrepreneurs tend to change industries when opening another business (Eggers and
Song, 2015). This decision can be traced back to external failure attribution, which may lead
entrepreneurs to change the context but retain the same management style. As a result,
lessons learned may be unfavorably applied, leading to poor firm performance (Eggers and
Song, 2015; Pretorius and Le Roux, 2011). Other studies find that, on the strength of their
learning, entrepreneurs show a stronger tendency toward internationalization (Lafuente et al.,
2019) and more proactive strategic behavior upon re-emergence (Lin et al., 2019).

The question of whether, and under what circumstances, learning from failure can lead to
successful entrepreneurial re-emergence has generated considerable research interest (Boso
et al., 2019; Eggers and Song, 2015; Huovinen and Tihula, 2008; Liu et al., 2019; Paik, 2014;
Parker, 2013; Yamakawa and Cardon, 2015; Yamakawa et al., 2015). Apart from Huovinen
and Tihula (2008), who illustrate through a single case study how learning affects the process
of forming an entrepreneurial team, all the other studies cited above apply quantitative
methods. Success is measured either by venture performance indicators (growth: Eggers and
Song, 2015 as well as Yamakawa et al., 2015; profits: Parker, 2013; survival: Paik, 2014;
subjective performance: Boso et al., 2019) or perceived learning (Liu et al., 2019; Yamakawa
and Cardon, 2015). Empirical evidence predominantly suggests that failures can indeed lead
to learning-based improvements upon entrepreneurial re-emergence (e.g. Boso et al., 2019;
Paik, 2014; Parker, 2013; Yamakawa and Cardon, 2015). However, this mechanism is subject
to a number of conditions and limitations. For example, Yamakawa and Cardon (2015) find
more perceived learning in cases of internal failure ascription. Parker (2013) discovers a
depreciation effect of learning benefits over time. Eggers and Song (2015) are critical about
the learning of serial entrepreneurs, who are frequently seen to blame external factors for
their failures and to change industries upon re-emergence. To sum up, large-scale empirical
data support the view that learning from failure is possible but at the same time highlights
several factors that were already familiar from conceptual and qualitative studies.

5. Discussion and future research
This review aims to take stock of research on entrepreneurial learning from failure and to
identify promising avenues for future research. Existing knowledge, which appears to be
fragmented, is mapped in the light of experiential learning theory. Utilizing Kolb’s (1984)
experiential learningmodel, we assign and structure the literature according to four stages of
learning (see Table 2) that range from the initial experience of business failure to the eventual
application of lessons learned in, for example, a new entrepreneurial episode. This theory-
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guided approach allows scholars to systematically detect overlooked questions and
contradictions within existing research.

According to Kolb (1984), the first learning stage starts with the “concrete experience.” In
the context of this study, this stage comprises the business failure and the entrepreneur’s
immediate reaction to this event. Regarding failure itself, existing knowledge is rather
comprehensive and concerns conceptual issues (Jenkins and McKelvie, 2016) as well as the
criticality of such events and the potential they create for learning (Cope, 2011). Previous
research shows substantial individual differences in perceptions of failure (Dias andTeixeira,
2017; Frota Vasconcellos Dias and Martens, 2019). Nevertheless, there is broad agreement
that it is not the event itself that determines how critical a business failure is but rather how it
is perceived subjectively and the individual attitude taken to the failure (Cope, 2011;
Ucbasaran et al., 2013). Mainly drawing on its criticality, research appears convinced of the
learning potential that failure bears (e.g. Amankwah-Amoah et al., 2018; Cope, 2011; Eggers
and Song, 2015; He et al., 2018; Singh et al., 2007). Regarding the entrepreneur’s immediate
reaction to failure, however, knowledge is limited.

Based on these findings, two important avenues for future research emerge. First,
investigating the entrepreneur’s immediate reaction (cognitive, emotional, activity-oriented)
to business failure appears relevant, as different reactions can lead to different coping
strategies and processes of emotional recovery (Byrne and Shepherd, 2015). Contrasting the
immediate reaction and the later process of reflection may enable researchers to detect
trajectories that have an explanatory character for subsequent learning outcomes. A study of
these trajectories should preferably apply a longitudinal research design. Second, research is
needed to better understand the determinants that shape the perception of the criticality of
business failure. As a starting point, the papers by Lindh and Thorgren (2016) and Morris
et al. (2012)may elucidate critical event recognition in the entrepreneurial context. Morris et al.
(2012, p. 19), for instance, suggest that the significance of an event is “a function of an event’s
novelty, expectedness, and consistency with the individual’s assumptions and knowledge
base.” Further research linking the entrepreneur’s identity and biography with the
recognition of business failure could prove illuminating in this regard.

The second stage in Kolb’s learning process, “reflective observation,” features the
deliberate and detailed sensemaking of the experience. With 25 studies in our sample
exploring aspects of this stage, the stage of reflective observation is the one that has attracted
the most scholarly attention so far. Studies frequently utilize “reflection” as an umbrella term
that covers reflective observation and abstract conceptualization. Inmost studies, knowledge
of reflection has emerged as a side product, as research endeavors are mainly concerned with
particular factors (such as emotions or attribution) influencing reflective observation (Eggers
and Song, 2015; Huovinen and Tihula, 2008; Liu et al., 2019; Shepherd, 2003). A prominent
part of such studies is dedicated to the role of emotions in the process of recovery from failure.
Mostly, they are concerned with the recovery from grief (Cope, 2011; Shepherd, 2003). Singh
et al. (2015) offer an alternative path to emotional recovery that builds on the abolition of
stigma. In addition, a number of scholars provide evidence for alternative reactions such as
emotional resilience or immediate re-engagement in a new entrepreneurship episode (Corner
et al., 2017; Pretorius and Le Roux, 2011). To a limited extent, these studies also provide links
to other influencing factors and later learning outcomes (e.g. Walsh and Cunningham, 2017).

Our analysis reveals at least four avenues for future research on reflective observation.
The first one concerns alternative trajectories of the influence of emotional factors. Corner
et al. (2017) found patterns of resilience that lead to a different emotional impact and
development pattern. An explanatory, longitudinal study that examines the individual’s
emotional status and its impact on willingness and ability to reflect could unveil the existence
of a variety of different trajectories for how emotions and reflection interact over time.
Another related phenomenon to be analyzed is the pattern of immediate entrepreneurial re-
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emergence without reflective observation (as shown by Pretorius and Le Roux, 2011).
Specifically, it appears interesting that a lack of emotional impact or a deliberate decision to
overcome negative emotional feelings might drive the immediate entrepreneurial re-
emergence. Second, the concept of a process of critical reflection that requires oscillation
between managing negative emotions and reflecting on the failure (Cope, 2011) appears to
conflict with the concept of epiphanies (Singh et al., 2015). A qualitative study could compare
these mechanisms, considering the spheres of emotion, reflection and learning. Third, we
encourage future researchers to heed the call issued in several studies (e.g. Cope, 2011; Jenkins
and McKelvie, 2016; Liu et al., 2019) to examine the role of the social environment (e.g. the
family) on reflective observation. This should include the influence on the perception of
failure and the emotional response of the entrepreneur. Fourth, the field would benefit from a
better understanding of the cognitive process that constitutes reflective observation in a
narrower sense. Apart from certain influencing mechanisms (e.g. emotions), reflection still
remains a “black box,” which limits our understanding of entrepreneurial learning. The
research design of such a study could be geared to those of comparable prior endeavors (Cope,
2003, 2011; Shepherd, 2003; Shepherd et al., 2009).

“Abstract conceptualization”, the third stage in the entrepreneurial learning process,
entails the transformation of insights on the specific experience into sound abstract learning
outcomes. In the context of entrepreneurial learning from failure, this stage is clearly under-
researched. In particular, the question of how failed entrepreneurs transform their
observation of an experience into abstract learning is largely unanswered. Existing
research on reflection (Cope, 2011; Pittaway and Thorpe, 2012) and sensemaking (Ucbasaran
et al., 2013) from failure may provide some insights. However, this research fails to elaborate
on the differences between the more reflective process of building a perception of an
experience and the creative process of transforming this perception into abstract knowledge
(Kolb, 1984). Pertaining to the resulting abstract knowledge—that is, the specific content of
the learning—a number of qualitative studies found evidence for learning within the
personal, social, venture and entrepreneurial spheres (Cope, 2011; Frota Vasconcellos Dias
and Martens, 2019; Mueller and Shepherd, 2016; Singh et al., 2007). However, these findings
consider perceived learning outcomes. As we know from the literature of learning in
educational contexts, perceived and actual learning can vary dramatically (Bacon, 2016). This
difficulty likely also applies in the context of entrepreneurial failure, given the potential for
biases stemming from failure attribution, stigmatization, emotional coping and optimism. As
Nielsen and Sarasvathy (2016) argue, failure can lead to overconfidence, with the founder
erroneously believing the failure was a valuable learning experience. Consequently, the
entrepreneur may encounter repeated failures due to inaccurate perceptions of his or her own
learning (Pretorius and Le Roux, 2011). Other factors that have to be kept in mind when
interpreting reported learning outcomes are the elapsed time between failure and data
collection as well as any eventual entrepreneurial re-emergence. Existing research builds on
rather heterogeneous cases: for example, in the study by Heinze (2013), interviews were
conducted between six months and nine years after the failure event; in the study by Cope
(2011), one of eight studied entrepreneurs had re-emerged at the time of the interview.

To advance our knowledge on this learning stage, we especially encourage future
researchers to shed light on the creative process of transforming experience-based insights into
logical, sound concepts. So far, little is known about how abstract learning outcomes emerge,
which is an important cornerstone for fully understanding entrepreneurial learning (Kolb,
1984). As far as the influencing factors are concerned, some aspects that play an influential role
in the second stage (e.g. stock of knowledge, narcissism) may also be relevant for abstract
conceptualization. Given the creative dimension of this process (Kolb, 1984), additional
influencing factors (e.g. capacity for abstract thinking, creativity) may play key roles.
Furthermore, research might follow the example of Walsh and Cunningham (2017) and try to
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identify links between particular influencing factors and subsequent learning outcome
dimensions.With respect to the potential deviations between perceived and actual learning, we
do not see a clear direction toward a reliable and valid method of capturing of actual learning
outcomes. However,we encourage future researchers to pay closer attention to the credibility of
learning outcomes by not only presenting learning contents but also investigating whether the
reasoning leading to these contents appears credible. One example of this procedure can be
found in Nielsen and Sarasvathy (2016, p. 262), who critically evaluate a statement by a failed
entrepreneur and question whether he had “learned the right lesson.”

The fourth stage of Kolb’s learning process is “active experimentation”—that is, the
application of learning outcomes in practice. Research on entrepreneurial learning from
failure (e.g. Cope, 2011) recognizes that there are several possible work settings apart from
entrepreneurship in which to apply and test abstract learning. However, empirical studies
exclusively target the case of entrepreneurial re-emergence (i.e. starting a new entrepreneurial
episode). This stream of research flows into four directions. First, scholars are concernedwith
the question of whether and under what conditions “failed” entrepreneurs decide to re-
emerge. Presumed learning effects (Stam et al., 2008), overconfidence (Nielsen and
Sarasvathy, 2016; Ucbasaran et al., 2010, 2013), family support (Amankwah-Amoah et al.,
2018) and failure ascription (Eggers and Song, 2015; Yamakawa et al., 2015) are identified as
factors that influence this decision. Second, the process of transferring abstract knowledge to
practical settings is of interest—in particular, the degree of mindfulness in knowledge
transfer (Rerup, 2005) and the choice of industry and time for re-emergence (Eggers and Song,
2015; Parker, 2013). Third is a very recent research stream focusing on specific behavioral
changes upon re-emergence, such as an increased tendency toward internationalization
(Lafuente et al., 2019), proactive strategic actions (Lin et al., 2019) and improved negotiating
with venture capitalists (Nahata, 2019).While studies within this stream focus predominantly
on the outcome (behavioral changes) and less on the learning process leading to this outcome,
they reveal the potential of seeking a more detailed view of how learning influences future
behavior. Fourth, scholars attempt to evaluate whether and under what circumstances the
application of learning is successful. Findings predominantly support the view that failure
can lead to learning and successful entrepreneurial re-emergence. However, there are at least
two limitations to be highlighted. One is that studies unanimously stress that this learning
mechanism is subject to a number of conditional factors. Another is that learning success is
measured via either self-reporting or venture performance indicators (e.g. growth, profit,
survival). Hence, as discussed above, self-reported learning builds on learning perceptions
that may deviate from actual learning. Taking venture performance indicators as proxies for
learning risks neglecting explanatory factors for venture success (e.g. social networks).

Future research is required to broaden the field of inquiry to encompass alternative
processes of active experimentation. These could include employment as opposed to
entrepreneurship as well as mentoring and consulting activities. With regard to concrete
research aims, existing work on entrepreneurial re-emergence may act as a map offering
orientation (i.e. reasons for re-emergence, transfer process, evaluation of learning). In
addition, we advocate a fine-grained analysis on the level of learning categories. Not every
learning category (e.g. person-related, entrepreneurship-related) or concrete outcome (e.g.
awareness of susceptibility to stress; knowledge of the start-up process) may be relevant in
every experimentation setting. Recognizing the links between specific learning categories
and success in active experimentation may improve our understanding of the kinds of
learning that are important for different kinds of re-emergence. Finally, we encourage
scholars to follow the example of Lafuente et al. (2019), Lin et al. (2019) and Nahata (2019) and
provide more fine-grained research on concrete learning-induced behavioral changes. To
further increase the contribution made by such studies, it might be valuable to qualitatively
explore the entire (learning) process leading to the modified behavior.
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The identified areas for future research contain a number of interesting questions, which
are summarized in Table 3. This overview of research questions also includes references to
studies that support a certain research inquiry and/or give detailed methodological
suggestions.

Our discussion has revealed a number of fruitful areas for further research. They
constitute large, under-explored fields (e.g. the process of abstract conceptualization;
alternative ways of applying learning outcomes to new practical settings) and rather
intensively studied aspects (e.g. emotional recovery, stigmatization). As a consequence,
qualitative, exploratory research designs as well as quantitative ones will be necessary in

Research questions

Stage 1: Concrete experience
� How do entrepreneurs initially react when they face business failure (cognitively, emotionally, activity-

oriented)? Are these immediate reactions different from later coping and emotional recovery processes?
Which patterns of trajectories exist between initial and later reactions? How do these trajectories influence
abstract learning outcomes?
- see also: Corner et al. (2017)

� Which factors do influence the perceived criticality of a business failure? How does failure perception differ
in diverse geographic and/or cultural contexts?

Stage 2: Reflective observation
� Which alternative trajectories to emotional recovery from failure do exist? Which forms do they take? How

do they influence the reflective observation of the failure? What determines which trajectory is pursued?
- see also: Corner et al. (2017)

� What are the reasons for skipping the stage of reflective observation via an immediate entrepreneurial re-
emergence? Is this pattern a deliberate coping mechanism or the result of a lack of emotional impact?
- see also: Pretorius and Le Roux (2011)

� How do Cope’s (2011) critical reflection and Singh et al.’s (2015) concept of epiphanies relate to each other?
What are the differences regarding abstract learning outcomes?
- see also: Singh et al. (2015)

� What role does the entrepreneur’s social environment (e.g. family, friends) play in the stage of reflective
observation? Specifically, how does the social environment influences cognitive and emotional processes?
• see also: Cope (2011); Jenkins and McKelvie (2016); Liu et al. (2019)

� What cognitive processes constitute the process of reflective observation on business failure in a narrower
sense?
- see also: Kolb (1984); Walsh and Cunningham (2017)

Stage 3: Abstract conceptualization
� How do entrepreneurs transform their failure-based observations into logically sound theories (abstract

conceptualization)? What influences this process?
- see also: Kolb (1984)

� What distinguishes reflective observation and abstract conceptualization when learning from a business
failure?
• see also: Kolb (1984)

� How are specific influence factors on abstract conceptualization linked to subsequent learning outcomes?
� How do abstract learning outcomes, which result from individual perceptions, relate to actual learning?

• see also: Nielsen and Sarasvathy (2016, p. 262), who critically evaluate the reliability of a (reported)
perceived learning outcome

Stage 4: Active experimentation
� What determines which setting of active experimentation (e.g. entrepreneurship, employment) is chosen by

a previously failed entrepreneur?
- see also: Singh et al. (2015); Walsh and Cunningham (2017)

� How are abstract learning outcomes transferred to subsequent activities? Which factors do influence this
process?

� Which abstract learning outcomes are perceived as particularly important/unimportant in specific settings
of active experimentation? (e.g. start-up-knowledge may be more relevant for entrepreneurial re-emergence
than for employed work)

Table 3.
Research questions for
future research
endeavors
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order to advance our knowledge. In this regard, we advocate for a better adaption of
methodological approaches to the longitudinal character of learning from failure. This issue
has frequently been raised in existing research (Cope, 2011; He et al., 2018; Ucbasaran et al.,
2010; Yamakawa and Cardon, 2015). It is particularly pertinent to qualitative studies, which
are prone to recall biases due to single interviews targeting an entire venturing, failing and
learning process (Podsakoff and Organ, 1986). Future research should—at a minimum—
utilize quasi-narrative interview designs to take advantage of narration-based recall
advances (Flick, 2018). However, for studies covering longer periods (e.g. the whole process of
learning from failure), a design with two or three data collection points is preferable (Holland
et al., 2006; McLeod, 2003).

To sum up, research in its present state offers considerable knowledge of how
entrepreneurs learn from failure. However, our analysis has also unveiled a number of blind
spots in the research, measurement problems and partly contradictory findings. In general,
one may conclude that the earlier stages of the learning process (the failing and the reflective
observation on what has happened) have received more attention and study than the later
stages (abstract conceptualization and subsequent application of learning outcomes). As a
consequence, future research on the earlier stages will build pre-knowledge but will still need
to target blind spots and inconsistencies. A fuller understanding of the later stages of the
learning process demands broad, exploratory endeavors that particularly target the process
of abstract conceptualization and application of knowledge. In sum, one may conclude that
learning from failure provides a range of areas for future research. We therefore encourage
future researchers to maintain the recent interest in this field, as it yields open questions that
are both interesting for research and relevant for practice.

6. Practical implications
This review yields important implications for entrepreneurs and policy makers.
Entrepreneurs should accept failure as an inherently entrepreneurial phenomenon
(Amankwah-Amoah et al., 2018; Cope, 2011; Li et al., 2019). While failure is a critical event
that can cause a range of negative effects (e.g. financial, psychological and physiological
problems; Byrne and Shepherd, 2015; Shepherd et al., 2009), it also represents an opportunity
for learning (Boso et al., 2019; Cope, 2011; Dias and Teixeira, 2017; Espinoza-Benavides and
D�ıaz, 2019; Li et al., 2019). This learning enables growth in individual knowledge that can play
a significant role in the success of subsequent (entrepreneurial or other) endeavors
(Amankwah-Amoah, 2018; Boso et al., 2019; Paik, 2014; Parker, 2013). Consequently,
entrepreneurs should see failure neither as the ultimate end of their entrepreneurial careers
(Boso et al., 2019) nor as a proof of being unsuited to entrepreneurship (Lafuente et al., 2019).
However, our findings also support the notion that learning from failure does not happen
automatically (Shepherd, 2003). Entrepreneurs must consciously manage their negative
emotions and engage in critical reflection (Cope, 2011; Shepherd, 2003; Ucbasaran et al., 2013).
This implies, also, that they should not unreflectively blame the external environment or bad
luck as primary causes of failure but rather mindfully transfer learning outcomes to new
endeavors (Yamakawa et al., 2015). Policy makers may be stimulated by our findings on their
role in facilitating the use and transfer of the knowledge that results from failure-based
learning. In a narrow sense, policy should support the transfer of knowledge between
successive entrepreneurial episodes. Our implications for the individual (i.e. that learning is
possible and that failure is no sign of inadequacy for entrepreneurship) suggest that policy
makers should strive to support the re-emergence of previously failed entrepreneurs as they
support first-time entrepreneurs (Lafuente et al., 2019). This requires them to combat the
existing social stigma attached to failure, as it could prevent entrepreneurial re-emergence
(Singh et al., 2015). Moreover, policy makers should facilitate the development of institutions
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and initiatives that support failed entrepreneurs in their re-engagement (Boso et al., 2019),
such as specialized accelerator programs. In a wider sense, policy makers should ensure that
lessons learned from failure are spread across the entrepreneurial community and the society
(Cope, 2011). For example, other entrepreneurs could learn from the failures of their peers in
self-help groups. Additionally, those failed entrepreneurs who do not wish to re-emerge
should nevertheless be given opportunities to distribute their insights. Such opportunities
could be organized in the course of public events that focus on how and what to learn from
failure. Finally, failure and the lessons learned from it should become an integral part of
entrepreneurship education (Gonz�alez-L�opez et al., 2019). In this way, aspiring entrepreneurs
can profit from what others have learned by failing and at the same time gain a realistic
picture of failure as a relevant entrepreneurial phenomenon.

7. Limitations
As a matter of course, our literature review is subject to some limitations. Applying a
systematic review methodology acts as a double-edged sword (Wang and Chugh, 2014). On
the one hand, a systematic review approach offers a replicable, scientific and transparent
agenda for the collection and analysis of data (Tranfield et al., 2003). On the other hand, it
introduces potential limitations that stem from the rigid conceptualization and execution of
the research (Pittaway et al., 2004; Wang and Chugh, 2014).

In selecting the literature to be included, our search focused on peer-reviewed academic
journals. In the light of quality standards, the restriction to literature from particular sources is
a common practice, generally recommended for literature reviews (Bouncken et al., 2015;Wang
and Chugh, 2014). However, one must be aware that knowledge disseminated via other outlets
(e.g. unpublished papers and books) may be missed. As we include only articles written in
English, another limitation is that the insights of researchers who publish in other languages
are excluded. In terms of content, our deliberately narrow and clean definition of “failure”
results in a relatively focused area of inquiry, which goes hand in hand with a rather small
number of articles in the sample. Looking at other state-of-the-art literature reviews that focus
onyoung topics and followhighly systematic reviewprocedures (e.g. Kraus et al., 2018; Pret and
Cogan, 2019), we observe comparable sample sizes. Referring to the definitional demarcation,
we are aware that there exist related research areas that might hold potential for a systematic
review—for instance, entrepreneurial learning from successful exit and intrapreneurial
learning from project failure. For the present endeavor, we decided against extending the scope
of research to include these related fields for two reasons. First, despite their relevance, positive
entrepreneurial exit and project failure represent significantly different contexts (e.g.
Wennberg and DeTienne, 2014 for the former and Shepherd and Kuratko, 2009 for the
latter). Second, an adequate elaboration of the contextual differenceswould far exceed the scope
of a review paper. However, we are convinced that these related topics represent fruitful areas
for future research. The present paper, with its systematic, theory-informed review approach,
may act as a guide for these future research endeavors. Moreover, it might be interesting,
subsequently, to compare findings from different learning contexts.

Pertaining to the analysis and systematization of the data, we are aware of potential biases
stemming from subjectivity (Bouncken et al., 2015). To target this shortcoming, two
researchers analyzed the data separately and discussed any differences of perception.
Regarding the systematization and presentation of the literature, we find our theory-based
approach, which utilizes Kolb’s experiential learning stages to map existing research, to be
adequate and beneficial. In this approach, we apply a well-reputed framework grounded in
experiential learning theory (Politis, 2005). While experiential learning theory is the most
influential theoretical framework in the field of entrepreneurial learning (Fust et al., 2018), we
are aware that there are other theoretical lenses that could be applied (see Wang and Chugh,
2014 for an overview). Alternatively, it would be possible for a review to utilize a purely
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processual perspective (see, e.g. Morris et al., 2012) or to map existing research into streams/
interest groups (see, e.g. Nogueira, 2019).

8. Conclusion
In this systematic literature review, we identify and critically evaluate the literature on
entrepreneurial learning from failure. Existing research is mapped in the light of experiential
learning theory. Specifically, we classify literature according to the four stages of Kolb’s
model of experiential learning. In this way, we provide a systematic, dynamic overview of the
process of entrepreneurial learning from failure. Further, by comparing the scope of
knowledge suggested by the theory with the actual knowledge available in the existing
literature, we are able to detect a number of fruitful avenues for future research. Our findings
reveal that the despite the infancy of the field, research already provides valuable insights
regarding wide parts of the process of learning from failure. This pertains to the nature of
failure and its triggering effect for learning. Moreover, a deep discussion is underway on
specific factors influencing the entrepreneur’s reflection on what had happened, focusing
especially on the role of emotions such as grief and shame as well as the role of attribution of
failure. Further, the contents of the learning that results from failure (whether of a personal, a
social, an entrepreneurial or a managerial nature) and the transfer of learned content to
subsequent entrepreneurial episodes receive a fair amount of attention.

Important areas that still require significant research efforts include Kolb’s stages of
“reflective observation” and “abstract conceptualization.”With respect to the former, the role of
personal attributes and behaviors such as resilience, but also ignorance and narcissism, as well
as the cognitive processes underlying reflection itself still remain under-researched. With
respect to the latter, the creative process of abstract conceptualization, or how entrepreneurs
transform their failure-based observations into logically sound concepts, has not yet been
covered. Investigating the influence of cognitive and social factors could help to better
understand this process. While “active experimentation” in new entrepreneurial ventures is
already widely addressed, a broader view that includes other fields of application, such as
consulting and employed work, remains neglected. A more general issue that seems still
unresolved pertains to the measurement of learning. In fact, learning is often self-reported and
subjectively measured. While we suggest some solutions to overcome this issue, at least partly
(e.g. the integration of credibility checks on how particular learnings are derived), the question
of whether entrepreneurs actually learn or merely think they do still requires researchers’
attention. To conclude, entrepreneurial learning from failure represents a flourishing research
field that still yields a number of promising research questions.We encourage other scholars to
use this article as a roadmap to examine these potentially fruitful issues.

Note

1. We are aware of earlier works, such as the conceptual article on learning from failure by Sitkin (1992)
and the qualitative study on critical incidents for learning by Cope andWatts (2000). However, these
articles lack the scope of the present review, as the former is contextualized within organizational
learning and the latter has no explicit focus on business failure.
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Appendix

Reasons for exclusion of articles from the final sample
Guideline for exclusion: To be included in our final sample, an article (1) had to be settled within the context of
entrepreneurship, (2) had to target the context of failure (defined as the closure of a business because it has not
met a minimum threshold for economic viability) and (3) had to provide insights that contribute to a better
understanding of learning
Papers that did not meet one or more of these criteria were excluded from the sample

Exclusion criterion Ratio behind exclusion Examples

(1) Lack of
entrepreneurial
focus

As we wish to contribute to the discipline
of entrepreneurship, a clean differentiation
from knowledge targeting other possible
settings and disciplines is necessary

(1) Studies on organizational learning
(2) Studies that are limited to a

macroeconomic perspective

(2) Absence of
failure (as
defined)

We paid particular attention to a clean
definition of failure (see above).
Consequently, studies that clearly utilized
a different understanding of failure, were
excluded

(1) Studies that perceive failure in the
sense of “setback” (i.e. a non-
discontinuous event)

(2) Studies that only dealwith the fear of
failure

(3) Lack of focus on
learning

To contribute to the understanding of
learning, a study had to be at least clearly
linked their findings to the phenomenon of
learning (e.g. discussing the relationship of
emotions and learning)

(1) Studies on antecedents to failure
(2) Studies on effects of failure without

targeting learning or at least
providing links to learning

Table A1.
Reasons for exclusion
of articles
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Methods

Approach Number of publications
Sample

Minimum Mean Median Maximum

Conceptual 8
Qualitative 14 1 10 7 30
Quantitative 16 142 455 240 2,024
Multi-method 2 114 247 247 380

Note(s): Table A2 considers the sample size of Nielsen and Sarasvathy (2016) (pp. 41, 259) as an outlier as it is
significantly higher than the sample of any other study (see median: 240)

Table A2.
Methodologies of

studies on
entrepreneurial

learning from failure
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