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Abstract

Failure is an inseparable part and probably the most likely outcome of entrepreneurial activity.
Fear of failure is among the key factors that hinder individual entry to the entrepreneurial
path. While entrepreneurship literature mostly deals with its consequences, considerably
lower attention has been paid to understanding its drivers. This is especially true in the
Central European region, Slovakia not being exempt. Thus, our paper aims to fill this gap by
analysing factors driving the entrepreneurial fear of failure among non-entrepreneur
individuals in Slovakia. In doing so, we rely on the 2019 Global Entrepreneurship Monitor
data for Slovakia and employ the ordinal logistic regression to test the hypothesised drivers
of fear of failure among non-entrepreneur individuals. Our findings suggest that perceived
entrepreneurial self-confidence and perceived ease of starting a business significantly reduce
fear of failure. These factors are rather of an intrinsic and individual nature (the ‘I can do it’
factors). Further, in the case of non-entrepreneurs, these self-assessments usually result
from expectations rather than from their own actual experience. Yet, the expectations
themselves seem to be strong enough to affect the perceived level of fear of failure. We
attribute this effect to the so-called failure feedback — an indication of a potential failure.
Implications for Central European audience: Our study contributes to the debate on
drivers of individual involvement in entrepreneurship and their specificity in the Central
European context. We shed more light on factors influencing the fear of failure — one of the
strongest barriers hindering individuals from starting a business. Despite focusing on
Slovakia only, our study brings this topic to the table in the region. We contribute to the body
of knowledge by suggesting potential patterns behind the fear of failure formation among the
non-entrepreneur population, encouraging further investigation in the region and beyond, and
proposing the practical implications for entrepreneurship policy, education, and training.
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Introduction

The connection between fear and failure is highly relevant in the entrepreneurship context,
as failure is an inherent part of each entrepreneurial endeavour (Dutta & Sobel, 2021), and,
in fact, it is one of its most likely results (Shepherd & Haynie, 2011). Actual business
demography statistics evidence this assumption. For example, the 5-year survival rate of new
enterprises in the European Union was only 44.6% in 2018 (Eurostat, 2020). Slovakia is not
an exemption with this respect, as only 4 in 10 SMEs born in 2011 were still operating in 2016
(Slovak Business Agency, 2018). Thus, failure can’t be avoided in entrepreneurship, and it
will always be feared by those considering starting a business or are already involved in any
stage of entrepreneurial activity. In fact, the fear of failure occurrence is much higher than an
occurrence of the actual failure, and the first arises independently from the latter (Engel et
al., 2021). Furthermore, the fear of failure is not only a disturbing individual experience by
itself, but it affects many entrepreneurship outcomes, ranging from entrepreneurial orientation
(Martins et al., 2018), through opportunity individuation (Wood et al., 2014) and exploitation
(Welpe et al., 2012), to entrepreneurial entry (Arenius & Minniti, 2005; Wennberg et al., 2013)
an entrepreneur’s actions and behaviours while practising entrepreneurship (Cacciotti et al.,
2020). Therefore, as argued by Wyrwich et al. (2019), as the fear of failure has been
established as a factor with important consequences in entrepreneurship, its sources and
determinants deserve closer examination in order to yield relevant policy recommendations
and practitioner guidance. Finally, entrepreneurial fear of failure had been traditionally
positioned and studied in a negative connotation, and negative emotional states have been
evidenced to negatively impact entrepreneurial potential and intentions (Terek et al., 2017).
However, several works demonstrated its motivational effects, too (Martin & Marsh, 2003;
Cacciotti et al., 2016). Such complexity implies an additional argument in favour of further
researching this phenomenon.

Thanks to its relevance in entrepreneurship, it is no surprise that fear of failure deserved quite
extensive attention among entrepreneurship scholars, including those from Central Europe.
Most of the research studies in the region analyse entrepreneurial fear of failure as an
explanatory factor of entrepreneurial activity at both individuals (Lukes et al., 2013; Lukes &
Zouhar, 2015) as well as aggregated regional (Dvoulety et al., 2019) and national (Ruminski,
2015; Pilkova & Holienka, 2017; Lukes, 2017; Grabowska et al., 2018) levels. It has also
been studied in the context of gender (Lukes, 2017) or age (Pilkova et al., 2012) differences
in entrepreneurship. Several findings indicate that psychosocial factors, including fear of
failure, are the key explanatory factors of individual involvement in entrepreneurship (Lukes,
2017; Pilkova & Holienka, 2017). Thus, there is no doubt that fear of failure deserves close
attention in the Central European region. However, studies that would attempt to explain the
origins or formation of entrepreneurial fear of failure are scarce. Next, the relevance of this
issue in Central Europe is further supported by poor performance of the countries in the
region in the ‘Second chance’ policy dimension of the EU’s Small Business Act (European
Commission, 2019) (with Slovakia performing the worst in the region), which makes the
entrepreneurial failure even more sensitive issue, due to its problematic resolving. In addition,
a study by Dvorsky et al. (2020) indicated that perception of business risk (in this case, among
the Czech SMES) is related to perceived expectations related to a business’s future. In fact,
Szerb et al. (2017) identified risk perception as the main bottleneck pillar of the Czech
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entrepreneurial ecosystem. Interestingly, in the case of Slovakia, the same study pointed out
the cultural support to entrepreneurship as the most critical bottleneck (Szerb et al., 2017).
Both these pillars fall into entrepreneurial attitudes, the same domain that comprises fear of
failure. Further, Dvoulety (2020) indicated that Czech women willing to become self-
employed mostly fear financial insecurity, stress, responsibilities or risks related to setting up
a business. All these elements are related to or represent a dimension of business failure.
Finally, Dvoulety (2017) found out that in the V4 countries, a higher unemployment rate has
been associated with higher levels of entrepreneurship, indicating a potential solution to
combat unemployment in difficult times. However, an economic downturn might as well
increase the fear that a business could fail. All these perspectives on regional
entrepreneurship development point out the important role of fear of failure in explaining
individual entrepreneurship inclination, thus underlining the need for its investigation.

Building on the above-mentioned, we share an opinion that understanding the factors related
to entrepreneurial fear of failure could help to mitigate its intensity and inhibitive effects on
involvement in entrepreneurial activity while leveraging its potentially motivating effects, too.
Different effects and mechanisms of fear of failure occur among existing entrepreneurs,
compared to those individuals not (yet) taking the entrepreneurial path, and these two
approaches require different operationalisations of the construct (Cacciotti et al., 2020).
Therefore, exploring this phenomenon in the populations of entrepreneurs vs non-
entrepreneurs would require different lenses. In this particular study, our interest will be
focused on the pre-entry stage of the entrepreneurship process, as we are targeting fear of
failure as one of the impediments discouraging potential future entrepreneurs from entry
decisions. Further, as the fear of failure is by nature an intrinsic phenomenon at a level of an
individual, we remain focused on searching for individual-level drivers related to its
occurrence. Also, as individual-level psychological and perceptual characteristics are to a
certain extent changeable, their understanding might evoke actions leading to reduced fear
of failure (Croom et al., 2019). Finally, our investigation is geographically limited to Slovakia.
Therefore, the research question we attempt to address is: What are the factors driving the
entrepreneurial fear of failure among non-entrepreneurs individuals in Slovakia?

The structure of this paper is as follows: First, we present a theoretical background of the
entrepreneurial fear of failure, with a specific focus on its contextualisation and its potential
drivers. Second, we explain the data and methods used in our analysis. Next, we present our
results. Then, our findings and their implications are discussed together with the limitations
of our study, followed by a conclusion.

1 Entrepreneurial fear of failure

Fear of failure was initially conceptualised in psychology literature as a construct with the
motive of avoiding failure and as an opposite to the motive of achieving success (McClelland
et al.,, 1953). Other earlier works characterised fear of failure as a failure avoidance
assumption or as an ability to experience shame and humiliation because of failure (Atkinson
& Feather, 1966). Further, fear of failure was also defined as a predisposition to experiencing
the anxiety of fear of failure in stressful situations (Atkinson & Litwin, 1973). These
approaches underline both the linkage between assumption and emotional experience, such
as feeling ashamed (McGregor & Elliot, 2005) or feeling anxious (Atkinson & Litwin, 1973),
as well as the importance of situational impulses for activation of this connection. Lazarus
(1991) and later Conroy (2001) developed a multidimensional model of fear of failure with the
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purpose to summarise its previous conceptualisations. According to their model, fear of
failure is understood as a process of assessing threats in situations of potential failure.
Thereby, the anxiety of fear of failure is explained as a concept where people are not only
afraid of the fear of failure but especially of the consequences resulting from a failure. Conroy
et al. (2003) named such consequences as the unfavourable consequences of failure. Thus,
this concept implies that the fear of failure springs from fearing the unfavourable
consequences, in particular: 1) fear of experiencing shame and humiliation after failure; 2)
fear of being underestimated by others after experiencing a failure; 3) fear of an uncertain
future after failure; 4) fear of losing our social attractiveness due to failure, and 5) fear of
making other people angry after we fail. So how might people behave in risky situations?
Typically, situations in which people evaluate a high probability of a negative outcome (i.e. a
failure) will activate the cognitive schemes associated with unfavourable consequences of
failure. These schemes can evoke different behavioural responses: an individual is prepared
to respond to the threat aggressively (fight); an individual tries to avoid this situation (escape);
or an individual is paralysed, unable to do anything (frozen) (Conroy, 2004; Elliot & Church,
1997). This changing nature of fear, together with different cognitive and behavioural
mechanisms, highlighted the fascinating side of fear — the admission that fear can be both
friend and foe as well (Martin & Marsh, 2003).

In the entrepreneurship context, most of the empirical research to date has emphasised the
negative role of having a fear of failure on various entrepreneurship-related behaviours and
actions. The negative impact of fear of failure has been studied in different stages of
entrepreneurial activity. Shinnar et al. (2012) examined the negative impacts of fear of failure
on entrepreneurial intention to start businesses. Their study considered a country level and
involved China, United States and Belgium. Findings of this comparative study proved a
negative relationship between entrepreneurial intention and the fear of failure in all three
countries. Therefore, the authors confirmed that individuals who perceive the fear of failure
exhibit a decreased entrepreneurial intention. Hessels et al. (2011) examined the probability
of restarting a business again after premature discontinuation. Their research was based on
the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) data. The research clearly proved a higher
probability of entrepreneurial engagement after the previous experience. Further, previous
entrepreneurial experience leads to decreased fear of failure. Many other studies rely on
GEM data, too, as GEM examines fear of failure as a separate variable (e.g. Autio & Pathak,
2010; Brixy et al., 2012; Wennberg et al., 2013). Unsurprisingly, their results suggested a
negative impact of fear of failure on entrepreneurial behaviours. Brixy et al. (2012) confirmed
that entrepreneurs in any stage of entrepreneurial activity exhibit much lower levels of fear of
a business failure compared to non-entrepreneurs. The same findings were also reported by
Arenius and Minniti (2005). However, there are also studies that have not confirmed the
negative impact of fear of failure on entrepreneurship and vice-versa. Moreover, they show a
positive relationship. For instance, Verheul and Van Mil (2011) aimed their study at nascent
entrepreneurs. They hypothesised that fear of failure inhibits the growth of business ventures.
However, they found no support for this hypothesis. The sample of 504 nascent
entrepreneurial showed the insignificant impact of fear of failure on the decision to grow the
venture.

Entrepreneurial fear of failure can be understood in various contextualisations. First, an
economic perspective expresses the fear of failure as a phenomenon causing the negative
perception of entrepreneurship career choice (Arenius & Minniti, 2005). Several studies
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suggested that decreasing such negative perceptions increased the probability of choosing
to start a business (Langowitz & Minniti, 2007; Wagner, 2007). Second, a socio-psychological
contextualisation explains the fear of failure as a socio-cultural trait that affects the attention
of appreciation in society (Gomez-Araujo et al., 2015). According to Hessels et al. (2011) an
individual’s attitude to failure is influenced by the existence of social norms, which label that
failure as a shaming experience. Third, a psychological contextualisation is focused on the
personal characteristics of individuals that lead to predictable behaviour in different situations.
However, the fact that individuals are influenced by situational characteristics is also
important, yet individuals might react quite differently in the same situation. Therefore, the
psychological approach oriented to an instant state assumed that behaviour is a function of
psychological states that are stimulated by situational characteristics (Leary & Hoyle, 2009).
Certain situational variables cause a change in the psychological state, leading to different
behavioural responses. Fear of failure is a temporary cognitive and emotional state triggering
recognition of threat from external stimuli, and it is reflected in an individual’s behaviour as a
failure avoidance (Conroy, 2001). These concepts lead to two different approaches to fear of
failure — the approach oriented on temporary psychological state and the approach oriented
on long-term psychological state. Moreover, these two approaches enable to explain different
nature, experience, and different behavioural consequences from fear of failure.
Nevertheless, while recent studies clarified the role of fear of failure in entrepreneurship, there
are still lots of unanswered questions, especially related to the essence of the fear of failure,
as well as its relationship to the entrepreneurship process (Cacciotti & Hayton, 2015).
Especially, using different contextualisations (economic, social-psychological, psychological)
to explain the nature of fear of failure differently resulted in the absence of a clear
conceptualisation of this phenomenon. Lastly, while the very recent works extended the
attention to entrepreneurial fear of failure from a pre-startup perspective also to examine its
role and nature in the later stages of an entrepreneurship process (Cacciotti et al., 2020), we
attach our study to the pre-entry context, as we focus our investigation on non-entrepreneurs.

On the other hand, studying the nature, processing, and consequences of fear of failure alone
is not sufficient, as there is also a need to consider the influence of external factors. Conroy
(2001) endorsed the important role of external circumstances influencing fear of failure,
especially when entrepreneurship is concerned. When we consider the dynamic nature of
entrepreneurship, a more complicated relationship between individuals and the external
environment can be expected, compared to what Lazarus (1991) expressed in the theory of
cognitive evaluation (McMullen & Dimov, 2013). According to this theory, in relatively stable
situations (such as sports match or school test), the external environment is only considered
as a trigger of internal processes leading to certain behaviours. However, in highly dynamic
situations such as entrepreneurship, the fear of failure can be expected to be dynamic as
well. In such situations, fear is based on intensive interaction between cognitive evaluation
and emotional experience reacting to external social impulses. And this interaction can
constantly change (Randolph-Seng et al., 2014).

1.1 What drives entrepreneurial fear of failure

In search of factors potentially related to the entrepreneurial fear of failure, our attention will
remain focused on individual attributes, which have been established in entrepreneurship
literature as important factors affecting individual entrepreneurial actions and outcomes (e.g.
Arenius & Minniti, 2005). Moreover, as these attributes are often changeable by the controlled
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actions of an individual, understanding their role in forming the fear of failure could indicate
the way to reduce the fear of failure and its consequent negative effects (Croom et al., 2019).

First, the individual self-confidence about having the capacity to successfully start and run a
business is frequently declared as an important driver of entrepreneurship-related outcomes
and attributes (Boyd & Vozikis, 1994). Entrepreneurial self-confidence is related to the
interlinked concepts of knowledge, skills, and abilities (Markman, 2012), together creating a
set of entrepreneurial competencies (Holienka, 2018). In relation to an individual’s fear of
failure, self-confidence might play an important role. As Cacciotti et al. (2016) argue in their
reconceptualisation of entrepreneurial fear of failure, the perceived ability is one of the main
individual’s sources of fear of failure. More specifically, it comprises an individual’s concern
about his/her ability to perform tasks related to the process of exploiting an opportunity and
consequent setting up and developing a business venture. During this process, a fear of
failure arises as a result of tension between the need to execute certain tasks and an
individual's level of competence, especially in cases of dissatisfactory performance and
consequent self-blame and feeling of responsibility (Cacciotti et al., 2016). Further, Mitchell
and Shepherd (2011) suggest that an opposite direction in the relationship between self-
confidence and fear of failure exists, too. As they argue, if an individual encounters a failure,
it might lead to doubts about possessing abilities required to succeed, and the person
gradually loses resilient confidence of ability to control events to achieve the desired goals.
Finally, entrepreneurial self-confidence and fear of failure are frequently researched together
in the context of entrepreneurship-related aspects, such as opportunity individuation (Wood
et al., 2014), entrepreneurial orientation (Martins et al., 2018) or entrepreneurial activity (e.g.
Arenius & Minniti, 2005; Wennberg et al., 2013; Holienka et al., 2016; Boudreaux et al., 2019).
Building on the above-mentioned, we propose the following hypothesis:

H1: Perceived self-confidence about own entrepreneurial capacity is negatively related to the
entrepreneurial fear of failure among non-entrepreneurs.

Second, an important role is attributed to an individual’'s entrepreneurship-relevant social
capital, as the fear of failure seems to be situated in a larger social context (Cacciotti et al.,
2016). The general concept of social capital refers to an individual’s social structures,
networks and memberships that enable him/her to extract benefits through the social
exchange (Portes, 1998). lts entrepreneurship-specific connotation refers to external
knowledge provided by other people in one’s environment (Ramos-Rodriguez et al., 2010)
and investment of social resources with hope for return, taking place in an individual’s network
through social interactions (Anderson et al., 2007). In the case of non-entrepreneurs, other
individuals within their social networks who had a recent own start-up experience can be
considered as one of the most relevant sources of entrepreneurship-relevant social capital.
In fact, several empirical studies confirmed that individuals with self-employed peers within
their networks are more likely to become entrepreneurs (e.g. Vancea & Utzet, 2017). A
person who managed to set up an own business acts as living evidence that entrepreneurial
outcomes are achievable (DeClerq & Arenius, 2006), which in turn might act positively
towards an individual’s entrepreneurship inclination by reducing ambiguity regarding
entrepreneurship (Minniti, 2005). Thus, knowing others who managed to enter the
entrepreneurial path themselves should reduce the fear of failure that would prevent an
individual from making the same decision. Former empirical research already yielded some
support to this perspective. For example, Wyrwich et al. (2019) have found out that, on the
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regional level, exposure to successful entrepreneurs reduces entrepreneurial fear of failure,
while being exposed to business failures has an opposite effect. Also, Croom et al. (2019)
found out that personally knowing an entrepreneur generally reduces fear of failure, while the
relationship is stronger for men compared to women. Finally, Trang et al. (2019) argue that
individuals in social contact with entrepreneurs tend to have lower fear of failure. Based on
the above-mentioned, we propose the following hypothesis:

H2: Knowing individuals who recently started a business is negatively related to
entrepreneurial fear of failure among non-entrepreneurs.

Third, several authors have argued that contextualisation plays an important role in relation
to entrepreneurial fear of failure (e.g. Boudreaux et al., 2019, Dutta & Sobel, 2021). We
understand the perception of good opportunities for starting a business in one’s area as a
good proxy that captures the context in which an individual’s entrepreneurial potential is to
be realised, as well as the individual subjective interpretation of this context. In other words,
we see opportunity perception as an intercept between an objective context and its subjective
interpretation. So, it is both the perceived context and perceived individual ability that
influences whether one fears to start a business. Particularly, lower opportunity perception
should reflect a sceptical interpretation of the context and, consequently, yield a higher fear
of failure that inhibits entry into entrepreneurship. Support for this perspective can also be
found in the empirical literature. For example, Heinzel et al. (2014), based on their country-
level analysis, argued that people are less afraid to fail when their country’s economy is
growing (irrespective of its actual wealth and development) and tend to fear more in contexts
with lower start-up activity. As positive economic development is typically associated with
good business opportunities, while the lack of new entrepreneurs might be linked to poor
availability of business opportunities, their findings provide support to our perspective. Also,
Welpe et al. (2012), in their experimental study, argue that fear as an avoidance-oriented
opportunity-evoked emotion decreases actual opportunity exploitation and moderates the
mediation of the opportunity characteristics and exploitation by evaluation. Simply said, they
empirically confirmed the connection between opportunity evaluation and fear of failure.
Based on the above-mentioned, we hypothesise:

H3: Perception of good entrepreneurial opportunities is negatively related to entrepreneurial
fear of failure among non-entrepreneurs.

Fourth, entrepreneurship literature emphasises fear of failure as a reaction to perceived
obstacles during setting up and/or running a business (Cacciotti et al., 2016; Engel et al.,
2021). In our opinion, this perspective is relevant in broader entrepreneurship connotation
and thus can be extended to a pre-startup phase, too. Therefore, in the case of non-
entrepreneurs, perceived obstacles and difficulties related to starting a business become
relevant in relation to an individual’s entrepreneurial fear of failure. In general, the mechanism
behind the influence of perceived or experienced obstacles during the entrepreneurship
process and consequent activation of fear of failure is attributed to the so-called failure
feedback (Bélanger et al., 2013), i.e. feedback indicating a high probability of failure related
to a specific situation. While considering that starting a business is easy shall not discourage
potential entrants from becoming entrepreneurs, perceiving the obstacles and difficulties in
this process should trigger an individual’s fear of failing as a reaction to the expected barriers,
leading to reduced start-up appetite. The influence of obstacles on entrepreneurial fear of
failure has also been established empirically. For example, in their study, Kollmann et al.
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(2017) demonstrated that obstacles in the early phases of the founding process activate
individuals’ fear of failure. Moreover, they argue that fear of failure has a critical role in
mediating the effect of obstacles on entrepreneurial activity. Therefore, we propose the
following hypothesis:

H4: Perceived ease of starting a business is negatively related to entrepreneurial fear of
failure among non-entrepreneurs.

In addition to the individual entrepreneurship-specific attributes that have been addressed
above, we also consider the individual demographic attributes, namely gender, age, and
educational attainment, as factors potentially related to entrepreneurial fear of failure.
Empirically, they will be investigated as control variables in our analysis.

The entrepreneurial fear of failure among genders has been the subject of many studies
(Wagner & Sternberg, 2004; Minniti & Nardone, 2007; Wagner, 2007; Koellinger et al., 2013),
with a typical finding that women tend to be more afraid of failure than men. Moreover, higher
fear of failure is often seen as one of the origins of women’s reduced tendency to start a
business. While it is attributed to dispositional differences between men and women, a
theoretical justification for these differences is often lacking. However, in line with the previous
research, we would expect gender to be a significant factor in relation to fear of failure, with
women tending to fear entrepreneurial failure more than men.

As far as age is concerned, there are several aspects of ageing that might be relevant for
fear of failure. For example, increased age typically goes hand in hand with accumulated
human capital (Botham & Graves, 2009) and larger networks (De Bruin & Firkin, 2001), even
though their business relevance typically depends on the nature of previous work experience.
In addition, ageing is also related to changes in factors such as family care and income
securing responsibilities, accumulated financial resources and income diversification,
opportunity costs of other career alternatives, or tendencies to realise personal aspirations,
and the development patterns of these attributes with increasing age might be different. Yet,
Pilkova et al. (2012) indicated that the senior population was characterised by a higher
occurrence of entrepreneurial fear of failure than the overall adult population. However,
interestingly, both Cerveny et al. (2016) and Rehak et al. (2017) found out that while fear of
failure is a significant barrier to starting a business within the senior population, its strength
is lower when compared to the overall adult population, or to populations of youth and young
adults. Nevertheless, we expect to see a higher entrepreneurial fear of failure with increased
age.

Finally, educational attainment is typically linked to individual human capital (Becker, 1993).
While general education might not necessarily be relevant for a particular business
endeavour (Unger et al., 2011; Davidsson & Gordon, 2012), still it could positively influence
general self-confidence and perceived ability (Cacciotti et al., 2016) to perform required tasks
in various stages of entrepreneurship process. Thus, we expect to see a reduced fear of
failure with higher levels of educational attainment.

2 Data and methods

Our study is based on the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) 2019 data for Slovakia.
GEM is the world’s largest academic study on entrepreneurship, annually analysing
entrepreneurial attributes and activities in tens of economies worldwide (Bosma et al., 2020).
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The GEM consortium comprising of national teams undertakes year two national surveys —
the National Expert Survey (NES) and the Adult Population Survey (APS). The latter is the
basis of our analysis. The APS uses an internationally harmonised survey instrument to
collect data from nationally representative samples of working-age adults, investigating their
entrepreneurial activities, attitudes, motivations, and aspirations. The overall GEM 2019 APS
sample for Slovakia is comprised of 2001 individuals. The respondents were randomly
selected from adult 18-64 years population, using a combination of direct sampling of
individuals (selected using random digit dialling to mobile phone numbers) and sampling
individuals from households (households approached by calling fixed lines from a list of
households, particular respondent selected using the ‘next birthday’ method). Also, soft
quotas for age category, gender, and region (NUTS 3 level) were adopted in sample
collection to satisfy the representativeness criteria.

As our study focuses on non-entrepreneurs, we filtered out all individuals who owned and
managed a business (in any stage, i.e. nascent, new or established). Also, we deleted all
cases with missing values for the dependent variable. This initial filtering resulted in our final
sample of 1603 adult population individuals, comprising 723 male and 880 female
respondents with an average age of 44.28 years (minimum = 18 years, maximum = 64 years).

Our dependent variable characterises the individual's revealed entrepreneurial fear of failure.
Itis measured using a single Likert-type item in the standard GEM questionnaire. In particular,
the respondents indicate their level of agreement with the statement that they would not start
a business for fear it might fail, where 1 = strongly disagree and 5 = strongly agree.

Based on our hypotheses developed above, we employed the following independent
variables (all measured using the items from the standard GEM questionnaire) in our
analysis:

e Entrepreneurial self-confidence: respondents indicated their level of agreement
about personal possession of knowledge, skills and experience required to start a
new business, measured on the 5-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 =
strongly agree).

e Knowing other early-stage entrepreneurs: respondents were asked how many
people who have started a business or become self-employed in the recent two
years do they personally know (0 = none, 1 = one, 2 = two to four, 3 = five or more).

e Perception of good entrepreneurial opportunities: respondents were asked whether
they agree with the statement that, in the six months following the survey, good
opportunities for starting a business would exist in the area where they lived. The
item was measured using a 5-point Likert-type scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 =
strongly agree).

e Perceived ease of starting a business: respondents were inquired if they agreed
with the statement that in a country where they lived, it would be easy to start a
business. The item was measured using a 5-point Likert-type scale (1 = strongly
disagree to 5 = strongly agree).

Moreover, we employed a set of control variables to control for the respondents’ age category
(18 to 24, 25 to 34, 35 to 44, 45 to 54, or 55 to 64 years), gender (male = 1, female = 2) and
the highest educational attainment (according to the UN harmonised educational attainment,
ranging from pre-primary = 0 to doctor or equivalent = 8).
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As for the methods used, due to the ordered categorical character of our dependent variable,
we have employed the ordinal logistic regression to estimate how the independent and control
variables predict an individual’s entrepreneurial fear of failure. We conducted several steps
to ensure that the selected method is suitable for our analysis. In regressions where more
variables exist, two or more variables can correlate with each other. A specific case of
correlation where multiple variables correlate with each other is called multicollinearity. This
means that there is an unwanted redundancy between different predictor variables. Thus,
when constructing our models, we accounted for potential multicollinearity. Also, we tested
whether the relationship between each pair of outcome groups is the same in every value to
satisfy the proportional odds assumption. Because the relationship between all pairs of
groups was the same, there was only one set of coefficients. Hence, we could use the ordinal
outcomes.

3 Results and discussion

In the initial step of our analysis, we combined all the independent variables’ sums into one
aggregated variable, which was utilised to check whether we can visualise the differences in
fear of failure based on the combined values of the independent variables under analysis. As
seen in Figure 1 below, our findings indicate a difference in the means of the boxplots in the
case of aggregated variables’ values. Also, the interquartile ranges or extreme values are
different. Thus, we assume that different levels of the selected independent variables imply
different levels of fear of failure. Moreover, we observed decreasing means of the aggregated
variable in case of the higher levels of fear of failure (values 4 and 5), which is in line with the
assumptions that informed our hypotheses.

Figure 1 | Aggregated independent variables vs fear of failure
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In the actual core of our analysis, we conducted an ordinal logistic regression and estimated
a series of models to predict the fear of failure given our independent and control variables.
Model 1 contains all independent variables considered in our analysis. Model 2 was estimated
as a separate econometric model for control variables to satisfy the acceptable level of
multicollinearity. Finally, we also attempted to estimate a model combining only the significant
variables from previous models, to inquire whether the variables complement each other.
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However, the inner multicollinearity appeared to be problematic, the control variables lost
their significance, and the odds ratios of the significant independent variables were very
similar, so the resulting model added no value to our exploration. Thus, we remained focused
on the first two models, and we built our findings around the statistically significant
independent variables. Both models are depicted in Table 1, while their results are interpreted

and discussed below.

Table 1 | Drivers of entrepreneurial fear of failure (Ordinal logistic regression results)

Coefficients Model 1 Model 2
Value (SE.) OR Value (SE.) OR

Opportunities perception 0.024 (0.030) 1.024

Self-confidence -0.289*** (0.031) 0.749

Perceived ease of starting-up -0.095** (0.034) 0.910

Knowing entrepreneurs 0.001 (0.038) 1.001

Age category 0.043 (0.036) 1.044
Gender 0.229** (0.090) 1.258
Educational attainment -0.048** (0.021) 0.953

Intercepts

Strongly disagree|Somewhat
disagree

Somewhat disagree|Neither
agree nor disagree

Neither agree nor
disagree|Somewhat agree
Somewhat agree|Strongly
agree

-2.385%* (0.142)
-1.281%* (0.133)
-1.061%* (0.132)

0.291** (0.129)

-1.034% (0.241)
0.028 (0.239)
0.237 (0.239)

1.526%* (0.242)

Observations 1603 1603
Nagelkerke R? 0.068 0.008
Residual deviance 4730.468 4823.605
AlIC 4746.468 4837.605

Note: *** statistical significance on 1%, ** statistical significance on 5%
Source: authors’ own calculations

The results of Model 1 suggest that two out of four analysed independent variables were
significant — entrepreneurial self-confidence and perceived ease of starting a business.
Holding all other variables constant, a single unit increase in entrepreneurial self-confidence
was associated with a 25.1% decrease in the odds of having a fear of failure that would
prevent an individual from starting a business (Odds ratio = 0.749, 95% CIl = -0.35 - -0.23, p
= 0.000). Therefore, we accept our hypothesis H1: Perceived self-confidence about own
entrepreneurial capacity is negatively related to the entrepreneurial fear of failure among non-
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entrepreneurs. Further, holding all other variables constant, a single unit increase in
perceived ease of starting a business was associated with a 9% decrease in the odds of
having a fear of failure preventing an individual from business entry (Odds ratio = 0.910, 95%
Cl = -0.16 — -0.03, p = 0.005). Based on this result, we also accept our hypothesis H4:
Perceived ease of starting a business is negatively related to entrepreneurial fear of failure
among non-entrepreneurs. Finally, due to statistical insignificance of perception of good
business opportunities and knowing early-stage entrepreneurs in relation to fear of failure,
we have to reject the remaining hypotheses (i.e. H2: Knowing individuals who recently started
a business is negatively related to entrepreneurial fear of failure among non-entrepreneurs;
and H3: Perception of good entrepreneurial opportunities is negatively related with
entrepreneurial fear of failure among non-entrepreneurs) proposed for our investigation.

Model 2 estimates the fear of failure employing the control variables, two of them were found
to be significant, namely gender and educational attainment. More specifically, holding all
other variables constant, the odds of non-entrepreneurs having a higher fear of failure was
26% higher if the respondent was female as opposed to being a male (Odds ratio = 1.258,
95% CI = 0.05 — 0.41, p = 0.011). Also, holding all other variables constant, a single unit
increase in educational attainment was associated with a 5% decrease in the odds of having
a fear of failure that would inhibit an individual from starting a business (Odds ratio = 0.953,
95% CI = -0.09 — -0.01, p = 0.025). Thus, two of our expectations regarding the relationship
between entrepreneurial fear of failure and demographic factors have been confirmed.
Contrary, we found no significant evidence on the relationship between the fear of failure and
age category.

Our findings suggest that the factors affecting non-entrepreneur individuals’ hesitance to start
a business for fear it might fail (i.e. the entrepreneurial fear of failure from the perspective of
a pre-entry barrier) are rather of intrinsic and individual nature, instead of being anchored in
business environment or individual’s social networks. Namely, we argue that self-confidence
about entrepreneurship-related skills, knowledge, and experience, together with own
subjective perception of difficulty to start a business, are the key drivers reducing the
prohibitive effect of fear of failure on potential entrepreneurship entry. On the contrary, neither
the perception of good opportunities to start a business nor the extent of an individual's
network among early-stage entrepreneurs seems to significantly decrease the fear of failure.
Simply said, the ‘I can do it’ factors play a greater role compared to the ‘opportunities are
favourable’ or ‘the others made its factors. In our opinion, this finding yields a crucial
implication towards looking for ways to reduce the negative effects of entrepreneurship fear
of failure among those individuals who are currently not yet involved in the business. Also, it
is a positive message, as the individual fear of failure-related attributes is easier to control
and change (Croom et al., 2019). The significant role of entrepreneurship-related self-
confidence is in line with the work of Cacciotti et al. (2016), who argued that perceived ability
to perform tasks within an entrepreneurship process influences the tension between the need
to execute and an individual’s level of competence, which consequently evokes fear of failure.
While in the case of non-entrepreneurs, there is typically no actual experience in performing
the entrepreneurship-related tasks, and thus the opinion on own level of entrepreneurial
competencies can’t be objectively informed. The expectations about doing so seem to be
strong enough to affect the perceived level of fear of failure. This is in line with Engel et al.
(2021), who argue that fear of failure arises independently from the actual failure occurrence.
Similarly, the role of perceived ease of starting a business could be based on a combination
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of individual self-confidence and perceived ability with perceived obstacles related to setting
up a business (Cacciotti et al., 2016; Kollmann et al., 2017; Engel et al., 2021). This
perception is probably also based on expectations about potential challenges, should an
individual have decided to pursue this direction, even though no such effort has taken place
so far. Again, these findings yield useful implications for initiatives aimed at moderating the
entrepreneurial fear of failure among people who have not entered entrepreneurship yet. The
importance of expected tensions between actual vs required competencies and expected
obstacles in entering the entrepreneurship process might be attributed to the so-called failure
feedback (Bélanger et al., 2013), i.e. feedback indicating a high probability of failure related
to a specific situation that consequently activates the fear of failure itself.

As far as implications for practice are concerned, we believe that our findings on the key role
of intrinsic, individually anchored factors, together with the importance of individual
expectations about probability of failure, are especially relevant with this respect. In fact,
these findings indicate which areas should entrepreneurship policymakers, together with
education and training providers, focus on to reduce the prohibitive effects of
entrepreneurship fear of failure on potential business path entrants. More specifically,
initiatives aimed at potential entrepreneurs should be focused on making them aware of
entrepreneurial competencies related to different stages of starting up and running a
business, offering a realistic reflection, and helping to develop a learning plan to improve
those competencies where gaps will be identified. That means designing and delivering a
personalised entrepreneurship training based on an individual's assessment, possibly
accompanied by individual mentoring. Also, in the case of online self-administered training,
innovative automated online diagnostic tools could be used to measure trainees’
competencies and adjust the learning path accordingly. In both these cases, a modular
training curriculum should be employed. These education and training designs could be used
in both educational system settings (especially at HE level) subsidised entrepreneurship
training (typically provided by national or regional agencies and authorities) and commercial
entrepreneurship training offerings. They could complement the currently available schemes
in Slovakia that are typically pre-defined and firmly structured and do not allow
personalisation. Thanks to such training, hand in hand with reduced negative effects of the
fear of failure, participants will generally be better equipped for running a business. Also, to
reduce their fear of failure, potential entrepreneurs should be better prepared for coping with
obstacles related to starting and running a business. And, especially, their preparation should
also include instructions on coping with and resolving failure, as individuals frequently fear
merely the potential consequences rather than the failure itself. Thus, this topic, currently
quite overlooked, deserves specific attention in entrepreneurship education and training.
More specifically, the examples of potential interventions include business training on crisis
management and resolving business failure, psychological preparation, and individual
coaching on coping with failure, or inspirational talks of entrepreneurs who failed and
restarted again. These are currently very hard to find in Slovakia. Finally, such specific
interventions could be further targeted to particularly underrepresented groups in relation to
entrepreneurship (such as women, seniors, or minorities), which could contribute to their
increased participation in entrepreneurial activity.

Further, we also see several implications that our findings yield for further research. For
example, a deeper investigation on relationships and mechanisms between self-confidence,
perceived obstacles, failure and its consequence expectations, and formation of fear of failure
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would be beneficial in the Central European context. Our study suggests a pattern, but a
more robust inquiry is needed to explore it in different contexts and sufficient depth. Quite
intensive and deep attention to the fear of failure has been recently paid in an international
context (e.g. Cacciotti et al., 2016; Kollmann et al., 2017), and new research instruments
have been developed (Cacciotti et al., 2020). Our study indicates the relevance of this
research direction in Slovakia, so we call for its expansion (not only) across Central European
countries. Entrepreneurship theory and practice in Central Europe would benefit from
replication of similar inquiries in different countries, perhaps even regions (Wyrwich et al.,
2019), to confirm the validity of fear of failure key drivers and, most importantly, to inform the
local policymakers on how to approach those whose fear of failure is inadequately blocking
them from starting a business. To develop further understanding, researchers in the region
should employ specifically tailored survey instruments in quantitative studies and then
execute qualitative inquiry to elaborate on main findings in more detail. Also, longitudinal
research designs are encouraged to track how fear of failure acts as a distinguishing trait vs
a temporary state (Cacciotti & Hayton, 2015) and what are the consequences in relation to
entrepreneurship over an individual's pathway. Next, we strongly support expanding the
attention also to already active entrepreneurs and further develop this research stream in the
region, alongside the more established focus on non-entrepreneurs or potential
entrepreneurship entrants. Finally, we also encourage future research to focus on the
potential changes in the patterns related to fear of failure and its effects on entrepreneurship
outcomes in the context of pandemic and future post-pandemic settings. Providing the fear
of failure is embedded in the situation and context, the COVID-19 crisis, its impacts on
business, and related government responses could have significantly affected individuals’
entrepreneurship fear of failure and its consequences.

Finally, we understand that our study is not exempt from limitations. First, our data are cross-
sectional by nature, and all items originate from the same research instrument, which,
together with the adopted testing method, might yield an argument that the findings cannot
be interpreted unambiguously as causal relationships. While respecting this limitation, we rely
on the solid theoretical background as well as strong evidence provided by our data and feel
confident about the qualitative nature of our findings. Second, our study focuses on Slovakia
only, which sets a limitation to the generalisation and transferability of our findings. In fact,
with this respect, our aim was to obtain a specific and focused country-level insight while at
the same time suggesting some patterns that might be valid irrespective of a particular socio-
economic context, especially in the Central European region. Yet, these require further
examinations, as already indicated above. Third, due to the nature of the data employed
(single-item variables obtained using a quantitative survey), we were not able to inquire
deeper into the investigated constructs. However, we believe that in our paper, this limitation
is sufficiently compensated by the sample size and methodological rigour. Further research
can expand our findings and investigate the proposed and identified relationships in more
detail while adopting different research strategies and designs.

Conclusion

To conclude, our study on drivers of entrepreneurial fear of failure among non-entrepreneurs
in Slovakia unveils that perceived entrepreneurial self-confidence together with perceived
ease of starting a business significantly reduce individual fear of failure that would discourage
them from starting a business. These factors are rather of an intrinsic and individual nature
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(the ‘I can doit’ factors), instead of being anchored in the business environment or individual's
social networks (the ‘opportunities are favourable’ or ‘the others made its factors). Further,
while non-entrepreneurs usually haven’t had a chance to test their ability or the obstacles
related to setting up a business in practice, their expectations themselves seem to be strong
enough to affect the perceived level of fear of failure. We attribute this effect to the so-called
failure feedback (Bélanger et al., 2013) — an indication of a potential failure. We see these
findings as to the main contribution of our research to the entrepreneurship literature in the
region and beyond. Further, as suggested by our findings, a better preparedness of non-
entrepreneurs could help to lower the effect of fear of failure as a barrier to their
entrepreneurship entry decisions. Therefore, we recommend entrepreneurship support
policies, education, and training to explicity address the abilities of potential future
entrepreneurs to successfully perform various tasks and roles related to setting up and
running a business, address potential related obstacles, and cope with and resolve the
potential business failure. This could lead to their enhanced entrepreneurial self-confidence,
reduced expectations of obstacles, and decreased fear of business failure consequences.
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