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Abstract  

Integrating cognitive, mo tivational and emotional self -regulation in early 

stage entrepreneurs  

$ÅÉÒÄÒÅ /ȭ3ÈÅÁ 

Self-regulation refers to the regulation of the self by the self, and requires a change to 

bring thinking and behaviour into accord with some consciously desired goal (Forgas, 

Baumeister & Tice, 2009).  The primary objective of this research was to advance theorising 

and research in this field.  The model of self-regulatory processes developed in the present 

research builds on past research and theory across the spectrum of psychological research on 

self-regulation, and integrates cognitive, motivational and emotional aspects, as they manifest in 

distal and proximal ways, and across the phases of the action process.  The model draws on: 

Heckhausenôs (1991) Rubicon Model; Freseôs (Frese & Zapf, 1994; Frese, 2007) Action 

Theory; Locke and Lathamôs (1990, 2000) Goal-Setting Theory; Kanferôs (1992) proximal-

distal distinction in classifying motivation theories; Kehrôs (2004) Model of Work Motivation 

and Volition; DeShon and Gillespieôs (2005) Motivated Action Theory; Carver and Scheierôs 

(2000, 2009) Control Theory; Bagozzi, Baumgartner and Pieters (1998) Model of Goal-Directed 

Emotions; Gross and Johnôs (2003) Model of Emotion Regulation; and Lazarus and Folkmanôs 

(1984) Model of Coping. 

The model provides a more complete picture of the aspects of the self and the task that 

individuals regulate in achievement contexts.  More specifically, the model was tested in an 

entrepreneurial context, typically characterised by high autonomy, and where the entrepreneur 

has responsibility for managing both themselves and their venture to achieve success.  The 

choice to examine self-regulatory mechanisms in entrepreneurs was based on the idea that 

ñpeople with good self-control do better than othersò (Forgas, Baumeister & Tice, 2009; p. 5).  

Hence, the second objective of the research was to examine the way in which early-stage 

entrepreneurs engage self-regulatory processes to aid success. 

The study adopted a mixed-methods design, utilising an interview and questionnaire, 

integrated during data analysis.  Seventy five entrepreneurs took part.  Motivational variables 

included entrepreneurial orientations, personal initiative, domain specific efficacy, and work 

engagement.  Cognitive variables included goal orientations, goal-setting, planning and taking 

goal-directed action.  Emotional variables included emotion regulation, anticipatory emotions 

and coping strategies.  Three measures of goal attainment were used: an objective measure, an 

external evaluation, and the individualôs self-perceptions of success, all assessed using multi-

item scales. 

The results confirmed the proximal-distal nature of the self-regulatory processes.  For 

each path (cognitive, motivational and emotional), the results demonstrated clearly that the more 

distal variables predicted the more proximal variables, but cross-prediction between the paths 

(e.g. cognitive predicting motivational or emotional, motivational predicting cognitive or 

emotional etc.) were somewhat more mixed.  The cognitive variables had the largest impact on 

entrepreneurial success, demonstrating an effect on all three success variables.  The 

motivational and emotional variables had an impact only on self-perceptions of success. 
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The results provide insights into the self-regulatory mechanisms relevant for 

entrepreneurial success.  The model provides a more complete integration of self-regulatory 

concepts than has been observed previously.  Examining self-regulation within the 

entrepreneurial context allows for the disparate psychological perspectives on entrepreneurship 

to be discussed using a common framework (e.g. entrepreneurial personality; Rauch & Frese, 

2007a,b; motivational and cognitive approaches; Locke & Baum, 2007; Busenitz & Arthurs, 

2007; process perspective, Baron, 2007, 2008; competence approach, Markman, 2007).  

Practically, this research points to the meta-skills pertinent to entrepreneurial success that can be 

trained.  Furthermore, future applications of such research are pertinent for employees as they 

operate in increasingly dynamic and autonomous working environments. 
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CHAPTER 1: Overview of the study  

 

It is not unrealistic to propose that psychology has thus far identified only two main variables 

that contribute to human success across almost the full range of human striving.  These are 

intelligence and self-regulation...crucially...self-regulation does appear to be amenable to 

interventions to increase it...Self-regulation thus represents one of the best hopes for psychology 

to make a broad, positive contribution to human welfare. 

(Forgas, Baumeister & Tice, 2009; p. 5-6) 

1.1.  Self-regulation as an emerging tren d in Organisational 

Psychology and Management Science 

Research at the level of the individual in organisation/management sciences has begun to move 

towards a more contextualised and nuanced examination of the person in-action.  In line with 

this, much of the research on motivation in recent years is now advocating a dynamic process 

perspective regarding the ways in which individuals manage themselves, as well as their 

thoughts, emotions, social interactions, time and so on.  Within organisations, there is an 

increasing trend towards the encouragement of self-directed practices by employees, with an 

emphasis on the organisational conditions that promote such behaviour (Lord, Diefendorff, 

Schmidt & Hall, 2010).  In line with these trends, the present study focused on the way in which 

early-stage entrepreneurs engage their self-regulatory processes to aid the success of the venture.  

Forgas, Baumeister and Tice (2009; p. 1) recently stated that; ñThe ability to control and 

regulate our actions is perhaps the quintessential characteristic of human beings.ò  Self-

regulation refers to the regulation of the self by the self, and requires a change to bring thinking 

and behaviour into accord with some consciously desired rule, norm, goal or other standard 

(Forgas, Baumeister & Tice, 2009).  The distinct advantage of self-regulation to researchers and 

practitioners is that it is amenable to development, in contrast to cognitive ability which is 

largely regarded as stable and hence, not amenable to change. 

The concept of self-regulation is a relatively recent addition to the field of psychology, 

receiving little attention until the last few decades (Forgas, Baumeister & Tice, 2009).  The year 

1990 might be marked as the point where research leaders came to agree that self-regulation 

was one of the vital keys to understanding the human self (Forgas, Baumeister & Tice, 2009).  

Self-regulatory processes have been studied across the breadth of psychological research (ibid.), 

and its recent introduction into the work and organisational domain has delivered significant 

advancements to theory and practice in work motivation.  Self-regulatory processes include 
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acting, thinking, learning, and feeling, as well as the links between processes, and the context in 

which they are occurring (Vancouver, 2008). 

The underlying choice to examine self-regulatory processes within a cohort of 

entrepreneurs lies in the well documented finding that ñpeople with good self-control do better 

than othersò (Forgas, Baumeister & Tice, 2009; p. 5).  In line with this reasoning, the central 

argument of this research was that entrepreneurs with superior skill in self-regulation would do 

better than entrepreneurs lacking such skills, or with inferior skills in these areas.  Furthermore, 

entrepreneurs operate in a working context that represents complete autonomy, in which the 

entrepreneur has responsibility for managing both themselves and their venture, in order to 

achieve success and sustainability.  As such, the need for well developed self-regulatory skill in 

all domains of functioning is likely more important here than in any other context in which 

people work. 

The stage of development of the entrepreneur represents a key temporal issue in the 

present research.  Entrepreneurs, in the first years of setting up a venture, are operating in 

relatively novel environments, and as such, are less likely to be automatically or tacitly 

regulating their performance in these new environments.  This was considered to be an 

important factor in the present research, as expertise has numerous implications for self-

regulation.  Experts can extensively rely on automatic access to structured knowledge such as 

scripts to generate action, in contrast to novices, for whom performance creates a greater 

attentional load (Kanfer & Ackerman, 1989; Lord et al., 2010).  Hence, experts can devote more 

resources to other processes, such as more strategic, meta-cognitive considerations (Lord et al., 

2010).  It has been demonstrated that active monitoring of oneôs performance during task 

engagement can impair performance by consuming attentional resources that might otherwise 

be devoted to the task itself, which is particularly debilitating for novices (Lord et al., 2010).  

Hence, the research was restricted to those in the early phases of starting a business, where it is 

less likely that such tasks are being regulated automatically. 

1.2. Aims of the research  

The central focus of this research was at the individual level of analysis, focusing on the internal 

or intrapsychic mechanisms which individuals use to self-regulate various aspects of the self.  

Theories of self-regulation to date have largely restricted themselves to one primary focus, 

which has resulted in an artificial separation of the inherently interwoven processes at play in 

managing various aspects of the self, and has also limited theories to one specific context (e.g. 

work, academic achievement, or health).  For example, theories of self-regulation have tended 

take a cognitive focus, or an emotional focus, or a motivational focus, and have not integrated 

these areas.  This represents a significant limitation to the field of self-regulation, and ultimately 

confines its explanatory power.  While there are some theories that consider two intrapsychic 
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processes (e.g. Control theory incorporates cognition and emotion; the Compensatory model of 

work motivation and volition considers cognition and motivation), this remains relatively rare, 

and no theory to date has incorporated the three intrapsychic processes of cognition, motivation 

and emotion in a comprehensive manner.  Furthermore, the complexity of the processes 

pertinent to the cognitive theories of self-regulation, as well as the inherent complexities of 

designing research to examine such processes, has lead to a proliferation of experimental 

research, which artificially narrows the focus to one or perhaps two of the phases in the process.  

Little previous research has considered both the distal and proximal concepts that influence one 

another when one manages the self.  Hence, the present research significantly advances both 

theory and research in self-regulation, by developing and testing a model that (a) incorporated 

cognitive, motivational and emotional self-regulatory mechanisms, and (b) considered the distal 

and proximal manifestations of these three intrapsychic mechanisms.  Finally, it was considered 

important to investigate the adaptive function that self-regulation has for the individual, and so, 

the impact on various aspects of entrepreneurial success was also investigated.  Hence, ñthe 

proposed framework draws on many prior theories but reassembles them in a novel wayò 

(Russell, 2003; p. 146). 

Cognition, motivation and emotion are ñthree platonic categoriesò (Pekrun, 2006; p. 330) 

that represent psychological reality.  Although they often occur together, they can also occur 

separately, and so should be treated separately from a conceptual viewpoint which represents a 

significant empirical challenge that has not sufficiently been met to date (Pekrun, 2006).  

Furthermore, to disentangle the constructs and analyse their interrelationships presupposes 

integrating research traditions from different fields that have not sufficiently been connected to 

date (Pekrun, 2006).  The present research developed a model to meet the dual challenges of 

identifying the links between the three phenomena, while also disentangling their 

interrelationships.  Pekrun (2006) argued that while psychologists of the past focused on the 

development of comprehensive theories, more modern research has led to a proliferation of 

small constructs and mini-theories in many fields of psychology, and if cumulative theoretical 

and empirical progress is to be made, this lack of theoretical integration has to be overcome.  

The present research overcomes this lack of integration of previous theories, and develops a 

comprehensive model that allows a deeper understanding of self-regulation.  Hence, the 

comprehensive theory developed here has the potential to advance the field of self-regulation 

quite significantly. 

Effective self-regulation with regard to the achievement of long-term objectives only 

works when people can translate their distal regulatory objectives into well-defined and specific 

goals that they wish to achieve (Forgas, Baumeister & Tice, 2009).  Hence, the proximal-distal 

distinction is of central concern in research on self-regulation.  More recent trends in self-
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regulatory theorising have advocated a dynamic process perspective (Vancouver, 2008; 

Vancouver & Day, 2005; Vancouver, Weinhardt & Schmidt, 2010).  However, research to test 

this approach has largely focused on experimental studies during the in-action phase of 

regulatory processing.  Integrating the proximal-distal distinction allowed the present research 

to investigate how different self-regulatory concepts at varying levels of generality are inter-

related and combine to determine performance.  Furthermore, it allows for the examination of 

individual differences in underlying motivational states in conjunction with temporary changes 

in regulatory activities; an area that has received scant attention in previous literature (Forgas, 

Baumeister & Tice, 2009).  Secondly, within the domain of conscious self-regulation, research 

has almost exclusively focused on cognitive aspects of self-regulatory functioning, with some 

minimal research considering the interaction between cognitive and emotional processes (e.g. 

Carver, 2001, 2006).  This research provides a comprehensive model of self-regulatory 

processes in the domains of cognition, motivation, and emotion, and most significantly, their 

inter-relationships, which addresses four of the five broad categories of self-regulation (control 

of oneôs thoughts, oneôs moods, regulation of motivation and regulation of performance; Forgas, 

Baumeister & Tice, 2009). 

Hence, the model of self-regulatory processes advocated in the present research builds on 

past research and theory across the spectrum of psychological research on self-regulation, but 

moves beyond this by integrating of cognition, motivation and emotion in this field, and by also 

integrating distal and proximal concepts within each of these three domains.  Forgas, 

Baumeister and Tice (2009) argue that there is much to be gained from the integration of the 

cognitive, motivational and behavioural approaches to self -regulation research.  Furthermore, 

this model is tested in a real-life setting, rather than a laboratory, which adds to the ecological 

validity of the study, and allows the practical significance of such processes to come to the fore. 

1.3.  Overview of the m ethodological approach  

One of the central debates in self-regulation research relates to the question of whether self-

regulation occurs at the conscious or unconscious level.  As Forgas, Baumeister and Tice (2009; 

p. 7) note ñthere is a great deal of highly sophisticated self-regulatory activity that occurs 

automatically, spontaneously, and without the individual ever becoming consciously aware of 

the processes and strategies they performò (e.g. Fishbach, 2009; Ftizsimons & Bargh, 2004; 

Fitzsimons et al., 2009; Förster & Lieberman, 2009; Sansone, 2009).  However, from the 

perspective of organisational psychology, of much greater interest are self-regulatory processes 

that are conscious, and hence, amenable to manipulation.  Furthermore, much of what is 

considered self-regulation in everyday terms involves conscious, effortful and motivated 

activities by individuals who seek to control and determine their cognitive, affective, 

motivational and behavioural outcomes (Forgas, Baumeister & Tice, 2009).  Similarly, this 
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study was interested in those self-regulatory processes that are consciously accessible to 

individuals, and the chosen methodology reflected this focus, using a self-report approach to 

data collection. 

In reality, however, many of the self-regulatory tasks that individuals engage in involve a 

combination of both conscious and nonconscious processes.  From a methodological approach, 

this provides a challenge for the researcher, as directly asking an individual ñhow do you self-

regulateò produces little other than confusion for the participant.  To address this problem, a 

number of researchers (e.g. Berings et al., 2006; Frese et al., 2007) have developed innovative 

interview protocols which take a more indirect approach to questioning individuals about their 

self-regulatory processes in the areas of goal-development, planning and learning.  In other 

research, such the areas of stress and coping, reliable and well-validated questionnaires are 

available for use (e.g. Carver, Scheier & Weintraub, 1989; Gross & John, 2003).  In order to 

maintain an optimal level of measurement sophistication, this research firstly, adopted those 

methods which were available in past research and had been shown to be valid assessment tools 

for self-regulation in the domains of cognition, motivation and emotion.  Secondly, where such 

methods were not available from past research, qualitative approaches were developed which 

took their inspiration from those in previous research. 

Hence, the methodological approach adopted in the present research most closely fits 

within the emerging mixed-methods tradition.  However, rather than the more typical use of 

mixed methods, where qualitative and quantitative techniques are used separately, sometimes on 

different participants, and/or at different points in time, to allow for triangulation, the approach 

adopted in the present research took an integrated approach.  Data was collected at one point in 

time from each participant, using both qualitative (i.e. interview) and quantitative (i.e. 

questionnaire) data collection techniques.  At the point of analysis, the qualitative data was first 

analysed using traditional qualitative analysis techniques, and following this, the use of a 

detailed coding scheme allowed for the translation of the qualitative data into a format that 

allowed for statistical analysis of inter-relationships between all variables. 

This approach to mixed-methods is less commonly described in the literature, most likely 

because of the complexity involved.  However, it is far from absent (e.g. Chi, 1997), and 

represents a strength of the study in a number of ways; firstly, each variable in the study was 

assessed using the most appropriate tools, and secondly, it demonstrates methodological fit 

(Edmondson & McManus, 2007) between the stage of development of the extant theory, and the 

chosen methodological tools. 
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1.4. Layout of the thesis  

The integration of the cognitive, motivational, emotional and behavioural mechanisms at 

play in the act of self-regulation provides quite a complex picture of human functioning.  Add to 

this the variety of theories emphasising different aspects of self-regulatory processes and 

functioning, and this provides a challenge both for the writer to explain, and the reader to 

comprehend.  In order to facilitate some form of structure throughout this work, it has been 

divided into four main sections. 

Section 1 (chapters 1 through 6) provides an overview of relevant theory, literature and 

issues in past research, and builds the model of self-regulation developed in the present research.  

Chapter 2 begins with an attempt to contextualise the research, and discusses the boundary 

conditions within which the study was conducted.  It provides a brief overview of psychological 

research in the area of entrepreneurship, but focuses more specifically on the relatively small 

amount of research that has been conducted which suggests that self-regulation plays an 

important role for the individual entrepreneur. 

Chapter 3 begins our journey through the labyrinth of self-regulation.  It begins by 

presenting commonly accepted definitions of the concept, and focuses on the cognitive domain; 

that being the dominant focus of the majority of past research in the field.  It presents a number 

of theories of self-regulation, which are largely cognitive and process-driven in their orientation, 

and which serve as the building blocks for the present model.  Following this, a rudimentary 

model developed for the present research is presented, which includes only the cognitive 

components of the model, and then moves to outline the relevant hypotheses pertinent to these 

cognitive components.  For ease of reference, hypotheses that are cognitive in nature will be 

referred to with the prefix ñCò (e.g. Hypothesis C1, C2 etc.). 

Chapter 4 focuses on motivation, and provides a brief overview of motivational research 

in the context of both work and entrepreneurship, expanding on the proximal-distal distinction 

which has become highly influential.  It then moves to consider the role and manifestation of 

motivational and volitional resources throughout the self-regulatory process, moving beyond the 

more cognitively oriented models presented in Chapter 3, to consider models which have 

attempted to incorporate cognitive and motivational aspects of self-regulation.  Using this, the 

model is built upon to include motivational and volitional components, and their inter-

relationships with the cognitive components are hypothesised.  Again, for ease of reference, 

hypotheses that include a motivational component are preceded by the prefix ñMò. 

Chapter 5 introduces affect and emotion, focusing initially on the importance of emotions 

in the context of work and entrepreneurship, before moving on to consider ways in which 

emotional processes can be conceptualised along a proximal-distal continuum and incorporated 
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into the self-regulation model.  Hypotheses (preceded by the prefix ñEò to indicate emotions) 

are posed with regard to further inter-relationships that can be investigated by adding affective 

components to the cognitive and motivational ones at varying processual stages, and proximity 

levels. 

Chapter 6 summarises the developed model in its entirety, and the main research 

questions and hypotheses to be investigated.  As such it serves an orienting function for the 

reader, prior to moving on to discuss the methodology and findings. 

Section 2 (chapter 7) discusses the methodological and measurement issues that were 

necessary to consider in the design of the study.  It integrates methodological context, 

measurement and analysis issues, as well as issues of methodological fit, in order to provide a 

rationale for the decisions made with regard to the design, implementation and analysis of the 

research.  It describes the methodology, and includes information regarding the participants, the 

research design, how each of the variables were operationalised, the procedure and the main 

analytical techniques employed. 

Section 3 (chapters 8 through 10) describe the main findings of the research.  In order to 

maintain a coherent structure, the research questions and hypotheses relating to the cognitive (c), 

motivational (m) and emotional (e) components of the model are presented in separate chapters 

(8, 9, and 10 respectively), corresponding to the presentation of each of the paths in the 

literature review (chapters 3, 4, and 5 respectively). 

Finally, section 4 (chapter 11 through 13) pertain to the discussion of the findings, and the 

conclusions which can be drawn from these.  Chapters 11 and 12 discuss, contextualise and 

explain the findings, linking the results to past research, and drawing out the theoretical and 

practical implications that derive from both the individual findings and the overall inter-

relationships. Chapter 11 focuses on the findings that relate directly to self-regulation, while 

chapter 12 focuses on the findings that have implications for the field of entrepreneurship.  

Finally, chapter 13 summarises the major conclusions for the research, and discusses the 

limitations of the research.  Broad suggestions for future development and ways forward for the 

field of self-regulation and entrepreneurship are discussed as well as the potential of the model 

for future research, for the development of entrepreneurs, and to the broader work domain. 
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CHAPTER 2: The Psychology of Entrepreneurship  

 

The most direct cause of entrepreneurship is the entrepreneur. 

(Locke & Baum, 2007; p. 95) 

Researchers with a psychology background can make strong and welcome contributions...to the 

study of entrepreneurship. 

(Davidsson, 2008; p. 177) 

2.1. Introduction  

The purpose of this chapter is to contextualise the research, and provide an overview of the 

particular environmental characteristics that distinguish entrepreneurship from other business 

settings.  Entrepreneurship is a multi-disciplinary field of research (Ireland & Webb, 2007), and 

it is not the purpose of this chapter to provide a comprehensive overview of research on 

entrepreneurship.  The present research is firmly rooted in psychological perspectives to 

entrepreneurship, and more specifically, is interested in the ways in which self-regulation can 

positively impact an entrepreneurs success.  Hence, following a very brief overview of 

entrepreneurship, this chapter will focus on the distinguishing features of a psychological 

approach to entrepreneurship, and on research demonstrating the potential that self-regulation to 

explain the role that the individual plays in the success of their venture. 

2.2. What is entrepreneurship?  

The importance of entrepreneurship lies in its function as an economic mechanism, 

leading to change and innovation, and the mitigation of inefficiencies in economies (Baum, 

Frese, Baron & Katz, 2007; Drucker, 1999).  Entrepreneurship can pertain to almost all 

activities of human beings but its defining characteristic is the constant search and response to 

change, and the exploitation of it as an opportunity (Drucker, 1999).  Baum et al. (2007; p. 6) 

advocate the following definition of entrepreneurship, for use in studies within the field of 

psychology: ñEntrepreneurship is a process that involves the discovery, evaluation and 

exploitation of opportunities to introduce new products, services processes, ways of organising, 

or marketsò which draws on the previous definition by Shane and Venkataraman (2000) and 

Venkataraman (1997).  This is a generally accepted and now popular definition of 

entrepreneurship, as it is emphasises the role of both process and people (Baum et al., 2007).  

Although this definition does not require the formation of a new venture as a necessary starting 

point for entrepreneurship, the present research focuses on business start-ups, as these are 

commonly the form through which new economic activity is generated. 
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Shane, Locke and Collins (2003) stress that the study of the entrepreneurial process is 

extremely important, and is necessarily linked to the concept of entrepreneurial action.  

Davidsson (2007), building on Gartnerôs (1990) work, regards entrepreneurship as the creation 

of new economic activity or sometimes, any new activity.  In this view, the term entrepreneur is 

a theoretical abstraction that refers to one or more individuals who, in a particular case, bring 

about this change as an individual feat, or as a team feat, or in sequence.  The focus in this 

perspective is on the activity or on entrepreneurship (ibid.).  This view of entrepreneurship 

captures the reality of the situation, where entrepreneurship can be an individual act, a team 

effort, or that entrepreneurship is often best conceived of as a process (e.g. Baron, 2007), where 

different individuals may contribute in different roles over time (Davidsson, 2007).  Moreover, 

when defined in this manner, entrepreneurship can be studied on many different levels of 

analysis (Davidsson, 2007; Davidson & Wiklund, 2001).  In addition, we can study 

entrepreneurship as a process or as a policy issue, which can incorporate a number of the levels 

concurrently. 

The focus of the present research is at the level of the individual entrepreneur or business 

owner. To a psychologist, an entrepreneur is typically driven by certain forces or motivators, 

such as the need to obtain or attain something, to experiment, or to achieve (Hisrich, 1990).  The 

present research considers the influence that a number of psychological variables may have on 

both the psychological context and the context of the new enterprise or venture.  The research 

holds event time, at the level of the new venture constant, by focusing on entrepreneurs who are 

in the early stage of the organisational life cycle.  Although not explicitly measured in the 

research, there is an element of subjective temporal dimensions in the proximal-distal 

distinction which is demonstrated in the development of the theoretical model over the chapters 

to come.  Essentially, this research concurs with Shane, Locke and Collins (2003) that ñthe 

entrepreneurial process occurs because people act to pursue opportunitiesò (p. 259).  However, 

the decision to take action is subject to a whole host of cognitive, motivational and emotional 

influences and the management of these.  This research proposes that these influences can be 

usefully explained by current theorising and research in the domain of self-regulation and 

volition. 

2.3. Entrepreneurship as a context for psychological research  

The study of entrepreneurs and entrepreneurship from a psychological perspective is an 

emerging theme in the literature.  Baum, Frese, Baron and Katz (2007) express the belief that 

industrial/organisational (I/O) psychologists are prepared to make important research 

contributions that will create knowledge about the economically, socially, and technologically 

important entrepreneurship process.  The entrepreneurôs situation presents psychologists with 

the opportunity to study human cognition and behaviour under higher uncertainty and greater 
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resource scarcity than typically found in established organisations (Baum et al., 2007).  This 

research investigates entrepreneurs from such a perspective.  It focuses specifically on the 

individual entrepreneur, but in contrast to earlier themes in the psychological study of 

entrepreneurs, did not focus exclusively on traits, but considered the interactional importance of 

process, traits, behaviour, emotions, motivation, cognition and environment. 

In order to place psychological approaches within the wider field of entrepreneurial 

research, it is necessary to consider the characteristics of the entrepreneurial context, the level of 

analysis, and the stage in the entrepreneurial process.  Many entrepreneurship researchers have 

stressed the importance of considering context in this field of research (Amit, Glosten & Muller, 

1993; Bygrave, 1989; Low & MacMillan, 1988; Phan, 2004).  Furthermore, Baum et al. (2007) 

state that situation is very important to the psychology of entrepreneurship, as entrepreneurs 

function at extremes of complexity, uncertainty, personal risk, urgency and resource scarcity.  

From a psychological perspective, new ventures represent weak situations (Markman, 2007), 

and in such situations individual differences are more likely to have an influence on outcomes 

and performance (Markman, 2007; Rauch & Frese, 2007a).  The extreme levels of uncertainty, 

time pressure and resource shortages that are characteristic of entrepreneurial contexts (Baum et 

al., 2007) make it interesting as an arena of psychological investigation.  Griffin, Parker and 

Neal (2008) suggest that in uncertain environments, inputs, processes and outputs of work 

systems lack predictability, and furthermore, two forms of behaviour, namely proactivity and 

adaptability, are particularly important in such uncertain environments.  Adaptability involves 

responding and adjusting to changes, while proactivity involves anticipating and creating 

changes (Griffin, Neal & Parker, 2007). Hence, the formation and growth of a new venture 

represents one work context in which to study psychological concepts that may also be applied 

to multiple other environments or contexts, both work and non-work. 

Secondly, the level of analysis is of key importance also when considering 

entrepreneurship from a psychological perspective.  Davidsson (2007) suggests that when 

entrepreneurship is defined as the creation of new economic activity, it becomes clear that 

entrepreneurship is something that can be studied on many different levels of analysis, and the 

importance of considering these levels in entrepreneurship research has now been advocated and 

demonstrated by several authors in the field (e.g. Busenitz et al., 2003; Davidsson & Wiklund, 

2001; Low & MacMillan, 1988).  Davidsson (2007) further stresses that in order to qualify as 

entrepreneurial research, entrepreneurial activity on the chosen level of analysis must be 

explicitly considered.  The present study is very firmly rooted in the psychology of the 

entrepreneur, and hence, the actions that are examined pertain to those of the early stage 

entrepreneur.  However, it also considers venture level success, and so the stage of the venture 

is also considered to ensure the appropriate success indicators are assessed. 
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Experts in the field of entrepreneurship have increasingly stressed the processual and 

dynamic nature of the phenomenon, which occurs over time (Baron, 2002, 2007; Brazeal & 

Herbert, 1999; Bryant & Julian, 2000; Gartner, 2001; Low & MacMillan, 1988).  At the outset 

of a new venture, it is quite usual for the individual entrepreneur to comprise the organisation.  

Hence, the issue of time is of particular importance when considering context and process in 

entrepreneurial research.  The present research agrees with Bryant and Julien (2000), when they 

state that an individual and an organisation are not the same thing, especially when the 

organisation is no longer led by a single person who holds all the power.  However, there are 

times throughout the entrepreneurial process when the individual and the organisation are more 

(e.g. the early phases of a new venture) or less (e.g. latter phases of a venture) synonymous. 

Davidsson & Wiklund (2001) see the trend towards considering both the individual and 

the firm levels in conjunction with one another as a positive advancement, which may signal 

that individual characteristics are being systematically related to firm-level behaviour and 

outcomes, rather than just describing the individuals who start and run independent businesses.  

Davidsson (2007) critiques entrepreneurship studies which build their design on the assumption 

that stable or innate characteristics of the individual are the main, direct explanation for the 

emergence of a new firm and/or its performance.  The present research does not make such a 

claim.  Although somewhat stable dispositional characteristics are included in the model, the 

main claim of the present research is that the combination of self-regulatory processes, which 

include actions, contribute to entrepreneurial success.  However, the adage to this claim is that 

the effect of individual processes on venture success holds for early stage ventures, where the 

individual entrepreneur is synonymous with the firm.  This is in line with Baronôs (2007) 

process model of entrepreneurship, which suggests that the meaning of success changes over the 

course of the entrepreneurial life cycle or process.  It is also in line with psychological models 

of entrepreneurial success (Rauch & Frese, 2000, 2007a, 2007b). 

The interconnection between process and level is a further key consideration.  Baum et al. 

(2007) note that there are interesting issues involving multiple levels of analysis and multiple 

stages of business in entrepreneurship: 

1. At the outset of a new venture, the solitary entrepreneur has an enormous influence on 

the start-up firm (e.g. van Gelderen, Frese & Thurik, 2000) 

2. As the venture grows, the influence shifts to the level of the entrepreneurial firm 

3. Subsequently, organisational factors dominate the established firm. 

The findings of Kundu and Katz (2003) go some way towards corroborating this.  They found 

that during the early stages of firm development, the owner characteristics, not the firm 

characteristics play a pivotal role in performance of international SMEs.  Such a perspective 

also incorporates time issues- as a new venture develops, the consideration of important levels 
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of analysis also changes.  It also highlights the issue of considering both levels of analysis and 

contextual issues, whereby the individual entrepreneur becomes increasingly embedded in the 

organisational context of the venture as it grows over time.  Recent research by Baum, Locke 

and Smith (2001) has demonstrated the advantages of considering multiple levels of analysis in 

understanding venture success.  In their multidimensional model of venture growth, Baum, 

Locke and Smith (20001) included seventeen concepts from five micro/macro research 

domains.  Empirical testing of this model demonstrated that the CEOs specific competencies 

and motivation, and competitive strategies were direct predictors of venture growth, while 

CEOs traits and general competencies, as well as the environment, had indirect effects.   

The present research focused on the role of the individual entrepreneur in the early stage 

of a business venture.  Baron, Frese and Baum (2007) state that entrepreneursô personal 

characteristics, including their preferred behaviours have the greatest impact on 

entrepreneurship in the early stages.  In a sense, the characteristics and behaviours of the 

entrepreneur can be considered as a form of context, as was outlined in the work of Shapiro et 

al. (2007) in their discussion of polycontextually sensitive research methods.  One of the 

categories of contextual variables to be considered in achieving polycontextuality is what they 

term, ópsychologicalô variables, comprising cognitive, emotional and affective contextual 

dimensions (Shapiro et al., 2007; p. 132).  An example of such a focus within the 

entrepreneurship field is work by Lans et al. (2004), who define entrepreneurship as a certain 

mindset and process associated with individuals, who possess a set of competencies (e.g. 

creativity, risk-taking), showing these competencies in distinctive entrepreneurial behaviour 

(turning a business idea into success), alongside daily management. 

Traditionally, psychology was labelled as viewing entrepreneurship from a personality 

concept, while economics was labelled as taking a more macro perspective (e.g. see McMullen 

& Shepherd, 2006).  However, current conceptualisations acknowledge the complexity of the 

person in context, acknowledging a role for both the person and the environment.  The study of 

entrepreneurship from a psychological perspective has been instrumental in advancing the 

important role that individual characteristics of the entrepreneur, such as cognition, motivation, 

affect and action, play in a new venture or start-up.  Recent advances in the psychology of 

entrepreneurship have begun to focus on such variables as entrepreneurial competencies (Baum 

& Locke, 2004; Bird, 1995; Man, Lau & Chan, 2002; Markman, 2007), entrepreneurial 

motivation (Locke & Baum, 2007), entrepreneurial cognition and cognitive styles (Baron, 1998; 

Busenitz & Arthurs, 2007; Cools & Van Den Broeck, 2007; Corbett, 2005; Hmieleski & 

Corbett, 2006; Mitchell et al. 2002a, b) and entrepreneurial behaviour and action (Boyd & 

Vozikis, 1994; Cromie, 2000; Frese, 2007, 2009; Palich & Bagby, 1995; Utsch & Rauch, 2000).  

Where economic theories of the entrepreneur have focused on explaining what must occur for 
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the economy to function, psychological theories have tried to explain why entrepreneurs are 

more willing than their counterparts to bear environmental uncertainty (McMullen & Shepherd, 

2006).  Such approaches represent ópsychological contextô (Shapiro et al., 2007; p. 132).  From 

the perspective of entrepreneurial action, whether an individual will engage in a particular 

action is a decision that depends on whether the individual is motivated enough to act, given the 

uncertainty he or she expects to encounter in pursuit of an opportunity (McMullen & Shepherd, 

2006).  Hence, action depends on psychological context, as well as environmental context. 

Psychological research has also promoted the role that behaviour or action plays in the 

entrepreneurial context (e.g. Boyd & Vozikis, 1994; Gartner, 1988; Levesque & Minniti, 2006; 

Palich & Bagby, 1995; Sarasvathy, 2004).  Entrepreneurial behaviour remains a crucial engine 

of innovation and growth for the economy and for individual companies, as by definition, it 

implies attention and willingness to take advantage of unexpected opportunities (Bosma & 

Harding, 2007).  Cromie (2000) concludes that the discussion of entrepreneurship and the 

entrepreneur has highlighted the following behaviours characteristic of entrepreneurs.  In 

general, entrepreneurs are likely to: (i) have a propensity to create business organisations; (ii) 

proactively scan business environments in search of new opportunities; (iii) seek innovative 

solutions to problems and opportunities; (iv) take an autonomous and strategic role in 

identifying, marshalling, and organising resources to convert opportunities into marketable 

goods or services; (v) vigorously strive to achieve profit and business growth; (vi) be willing to 

bear the risks associated with this behaviour. 

Utsch and Rauch (2000) considered the two entrepreneurial behaviours of innovativeness 

and initiative as mediators between achievement orientation and venture performance.  

Innovativeness is a behaviour that describes more than an interest in innovation, but describes 

actual innovative behaviour, such as the daily effort to improve oneôs work procedures (Utsch & 

Rauch, 2000).  Personal initiative is a behaviour that includes self-starting, proactive and long-

term oriented behaviour, as well as persistence towards obstacles (Utsch & Rauch, 2000).  The 

most powerful factor in the model was innovativeness.  There was a strong link from 

achievement orientation to innovativeness and a strong link from innovativeness to venture 

performance variables (profit growth and employee growth).  Hence, entrepreneurial behaviour 

appears to be an important mediator between more distal traits and venture performance. 

Davidsson (2007) suggests that psychologically trained researchers have recently shown 

examples of drastic improvements from the naïve designs that hope for direct effects of distal 

person variables as main explanations of firm performance (e.g. Utsch & Rauch, 2000), and in 

his opinion, this category contains studies that are among the strongest contributions of any in 

entrepreneurship research in the last few years.  The present research attempts to add to this 

category of entrepreneurship research and further advance psychological research in this 
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domain.  The present research follows the pattern for achieving this, as identified by Davidsson 

(2007), by selecting more actionable psychological variables for inclusion, including both 

proximal and distal psychological concepts and modelling the influence of the former as 

mediated by the latter.  In this sense, the present research fits with best practice in the 

entrepreneurship research as well as fitting with current theories of self-regulation. 

2.4. Why study self -regulation in entrepreneurs?  

Baron (2002) suggests that successful entrepreneurs are more adept than less successful 

entrepreneurs at regulating several key cognitive processes, and furthermore, recommended that 

this is an area worthy of further study.  The activities of entrepreneurs are of high complexity 

and they often have to act within unknown and unpredictable environments (Frese, 2007).  

Therefore, entrepreneurs will tend to need to regulate more tasks on the conscious level of 

regulation than other occupations (ibid.).  Because new tasks appear for entrepreneurs again and 

again as the firm unfolds, conscious regulation of action is likely to be important for several 

years in contrast to most other jobs (ibid.).  Furthermore, Haynie, Grégorie and Shepherd (2004) 

suggest that metacognition is naturally suited to studying individuals engaged in a series of 

entrepreneurial processes, and for examining cognitive processes across a series of 

entrepreneurial endeavours.  In addition, they suggest that given the dynamism and uncertainty 

of entrepreneurial contexts, metacognition facilitates studying how entrepreneurs cognitively 

adapt to their evolving and unfolding contexts. 

Bygrave (1993) described one characteristic of an entrepreneurial event as an event that is 

initiated by an act of human volition.  Hence, the concept of self-regulation in the 

entrepreneurial context has the potential to form an integrating framework around which to 

merge some of the more recent psychological approaches to the study of entrepreneurship.  In 

the area of educational psychology, research on self-regulated learning is already espousing the 

significant advantages of incorporating cognition, motivation, affect, behaviour and context (see 

Pintrich, 2004), and hence has relevance to both the motivational and cognitive approaches to 

entrepreneurship (e.g. see Locke & Baum, 2007; Busenitz & Arthurs, 2007), and to the 

development of theory in self-regulation research.  Furthermore, within the domain of 

educational psychology, there is a ripe debate underway as to the correct level of analysis for 

self-regulated learning; trait, behaviour, process or some combination of these levels.  

Examining self-regulation within the entrepreneurial context will also allow for the disparate 

perspectives of the entrepreneurial personality (see Rauch & Frese, 2007a. b), the process 

perspective of entrepreneurship (see Baron, 2007) as well as the competence approach (see 

Markman, 2007) to be discussed using a common framework.  Fiet (2007) has already 

suggested a theoretical link between self-regulation and entrepreneurial search and discovery, 

suggesting that individual volition plays a role in successful discovery. 
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In order to understand the implications of the present research in the emerging context of 

the psychology of entrepreneurship, it is appropriate to highlight the main contributions that this 

research will make in this context.  In recent years, a small number of researchers have begun to 

recognise the important role that self-regulation may play as a psychological success factor in 

entrepreneurship.  Most notable among these is the work of Michael Frese and colleagues.  This 

work centres on Action Theory and its role in entrepreneurial performance.  The main 

suggestion of this work is that entrepreneurial performance should be considered from three 

perspectives, namely sequence, structure and regulatory focus, with the suggestion being that 

this integrative framework can be used to allow a researcher to pinpoint which aspect of 

performance one is studying in detail (Frese, 2007).  Ultimately, research in all of these areas 

can be brought together into a complete theory of entrepreneurial performance (ibid.). 

In the last decade, psychological researchers have expanded the boundaries of 

entrepreneurship research, by providing a more complex modelling of the role of individuals in 

the entrepreneurial process.  For example, Baum and Locke (2004) conducted a longitudinal 

study considering the relationship of entrepreneurial traits, skill and motivation to subsequent 

venture growth, and their findings provide a strong rationale for the integration of cognitive, 

motivational and emotional concepts in this context.  They concluded that goals, self-efficacy 

and communicated vision had direct effects on venture growth, and these factors mediated the 

effects of passion, tenacity and new resource skill on venture growth.  In addition, they also 

found that communicated vision and self-efficacy were related to goals, and tenacity was related 

to new resource skill. 

Markman (2007) points out that although research on the link between cognitive ability 

and entrepreneurship is rare, general research on cognition and entrepreneurship is growing fast.  

In particular, research examining cognitive ability as a moderator between planning and 

business success in on the increase, and again, this is most notably seen in the work of Frese and 

colleagues.  Kraus (Kraus, 2003; Kraus et al., 2005) has established that self-regulation or 

reciprocal determinism is evident in the relationship between entrepreneurial orientations (EO), 

strategy process characteristics and business performance, and correctly concludes that a 

comprehensive psychological approach to entrepreneurial performance must incorporate self-

regulatory processes.  Frese (2007) suggests that regulation, in the general sense, can be applied 

to entrepreneurship in three contexts, the task, the social and the self.  The present research, with 

its focus on self-regulation in multiple domains of functioning, can be said to place its focus on 

regulation within the contexts of the self and the task.  It has been suggested that high 

performance requires regulating oneself effectively, and according to Frese (2007) this includes, 

óself-management (including personality management), self-efficacy, and switch from self to 
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taskô (p. 174).  Incorporating the traditional cognitive approach to self-regulation, with 

motivational and emotional aspects will add to the knowledge base of this switch. 

2.4.1. A psychological model of entrepreneurial success  

At the core of studying self-regulation in entrepreneurs lies the issue of whether 

entrepreneurs who engage in self-regulatory strategies are more successful than those who do 

not, or who do so less effectively.  Recent research has begun to examine the psychological 

components that engender success at a venture or enterprise level in the domain of 

entrepreneurship.  The Giessen-Amsterdam Model of Entrepreneurial Success (Rauch & Frese, 

2000) is an interdisciplinary model that assumes that there is no success without action, and that 

such actions are mainly determined by the goals and strategies of an entrepreneur.  This model 

suggests that as all strategies and tactics are goal oriented, all entrepreneurial success has to start 

to look at these variables.  In addition, as both goals and strategies may turn out to be wrong, 

inefficient or misplaced in a certain environment, prior success and failure has an effect on 

modifying goals and strategies (Rauch & Frese, 2000).  All of the influences of personality, 

human capital, and environment on success have to be mediated by strategies and tactics of 

actions (ibid.). 

A key assumption of this model is that a general trait can only predict specific behaviour 

through certain mediating processes.  Hence, this model does not hypothesise any direct links 

from personality, human capital or environment to success because of the assumption that there 

is no success without action (Frese, 2001).  According to this model, psychological strategies of 

actions are the bottleneck through which all of entrepreneurial success is accomplished or not 

accomplished (ibid.).  This has much in common with distal-proximal conceptualisation of 

motivation (e.g. Kanfer, 1992) as will be seen in chapter 4.  Each of the elements of the model 

will briefly outlined below. 

 

Figure 2.1 The Giessen-Amsterdam Model of small business ƻǿƴŜǊǎΩ success (Rauch & Frese, 2000) 

Personality. With regard to personality, Frese (2001) suggests that traditional approaches 

to studying entrepreneurial personality, as well as the critiques of such approaches, have 
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overlooked the significant advances that have been made in personality research, primarily the 

issues that specific behaviours (such as starting up a business) work only through mediating 

processes.  A second issue is that the personality variable has to be specific enough to predict 

specific entrepreneurial behaviour.  Thirdly, there is the issue that interaction models suggest it 

is more appropriate to examine which personality trait helps in which environment.  Finally, 

Frese (2001) suggests that no one personality trait will have a strong relationship with success 

because success is determined by many factors. 

Human Capital theory is concerned with knowledge and experiences of small-scale 

business owners (Frese, 2001).  In a meta-analysis, Unger (2006) found a small but significant 

relationship between human capital and success.   

Goals.  Frese (2001) suggests that one can distinguish between goals related to the start-

up of an enterprise and goals related to the existing enterprise. 

Strategies can be broken into three dimensions of: context, process and entrepreneurial 

orientations (Frese, 2001).  From a psychological perspective, strategies are directly related to 

goal-oriented actions (ibid.).  Strategic content is concerned with the type of business decisions 

with regard to customers, suppliers, employees, products, production factors, marketing, capitol 

and competitors.  The strategic process is concerned with formulation and implementation of 

strategic decisions, and incorporates Strategy Process Characteristics (or planning).  Finally, 

orientation implies an attitude towards oneôs strategy (ibid.). 

Each enterprise is nested in a specific environment.  The task environment can be divided 

into three bipolar dimensions: complexity, dynamism and munificence (Frese, 2001).  

Complexity describes the homogeneity versus heterogeneity of an environment, Dynamism, 

describes the variability of an environment, and Munificence falls into two subconcepts, ease of 

getting customers, and ease of getting capital (ibid.). 

Rauch and Freseôs (2000) Model of Small Business Owners Success has clear links to 

Action Theory, first proposed by Frese and Zapf (1994; see also Frese, 2007).  This theory is 

discussed in more detail in chapter 3.  Rauch and Frese (2000) suggest that entrepreneurship can 

profit from such an interface between business and success because psychological variables are 

clearly and consistently linked to entrepreneurial entry and success. 

Rauch and Frese (2007a) outline a variant on the Giessen-Amsterdam model (see Figure 

2.2) to explicate the pathways through which individual differences affect business success.  

They suggest that the model is compatible with the proximal-distal distinction (Kanfer, 1992, 

see chapter 4) and with established entrepreneurship growth models (Baum, Locke & Smith, 

2001).  In this variant model, they describe how broad personality traits may affect the 
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dynamics of setting goals and developing strategies, which in turn, affect business creation and 

success.  Hence, there is an assumption that broad personality traits are not directly related to 

business success, but rather, are related because they influence traits that are more 

specific/proximal to entrepreneurship.  It is these more specific traits than in turn influence 

goals and action strategies and ultimately business success (Rauch & Frese, 2000).  Rauch and 

Freseôs (2007b) meta-analysis demonstrated that specific traits were more strongly related to 

business creation and business success than global measures.  These specific traits included 

need for achievement, risk-taking, innovativeness, autonomy, locus of control and self-efficacy 

(Rauch & Frese, 2007a, b).  Interestingly, the first four of these specific traits have been 

incorporated into the concept of entrepreneurial orientations (see chapter 4). 

Rauch and Frese (2007a) further suggest that if the specificity of traits and their proximity 

to performance are important, then even more proximal constructs, such as processes related to 

personality, such as cognitive or self-regulatory processes, can lead to even stronger 

relationships.  However, a recent review by Frese (2009) suggests that it is not just the 

engagement of such processes and traits that are important but the activeness by which they are 

engaged and regulated.  This approach represents a significant advancement to the two models 

of entrepreneurial success outlined in this section, and will be discussed below. 

 

CƛƎǳǊŜ нΦн wŀǳŎƘ ϧ CǊŜǎŜΩǎ όнллтŀύ ƳƻŘŜƭ ƻŦ ŜƴǘǊŜǇǊŜƴŜǳǊƛŀƭ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭƛǘȅ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎǎ ŀƴŘ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎΦ 

 

2.4.2. Active performance concepts and their role in entrepreneurship  

Frese (2009) notes that nearly all definitions of entrepreneurship emphasise the point that 

entrepreneurs are active actors in the market, and hence, that an entrepreneurôs actions need to 

be the starting point for theorising in entrepreneurship.  Rauch and Frese (2000) argue in their 

model outlined above that actions are necessary to start a firm and are necessary to be 
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successful, and other explanations of entrepreneurship cannot really explain intentional 

behaviour completely (Frese, 2009).  Hence, Frese (2009) argues that it is logical to turn to 

psychology to study important categories of entrepreneurship research, such as decisive actions, 

perceptions and implementations of opportunities.  Frese (2009) points out that decisive actions 

are a form of behaviour, and while the latter concepts involve perception, cognition, emotions 

and motivation, these are central foci in psychology. 

Frese (2009) summarises many years of research that he, and his associated researchers, 

have conducted examining the role that active performance concepts play in explaining the 

success of individual entrepreneurs, stemming from Action Theory or Action Regulation Theory 

(Frese & Sabini, 1985; Frese & Zapf, 1994; Miller et al., 1960).  Frese (2009) outlines the facets 

of active performance as they relate to entrepreneurs (see Table 2.1), in which he distinguishes 

different steps in the action sequence (discussed in chapter 3) and three aspects of being active; 

self-starting, long-term proactivity, and persistence in the face of barriers and obstacles that 

need to be overcome.  These three aspects of being active are drawn from the concept of 

personal initiative (Frese & Fay, 2001; chapter 4).   

Table 2.1. Facets of active performance of entrepreneurs (Frese, 2009) 

 

Figure 2.3 outlines the characteristics of active performance and hypotheses as to how 

they are related to entrepreneurial success.  Frese (2009) defined active performance as being 

self-started, proactive and persistent, implying the way in which each concept will manifest is 

active or motivational in nature.  Many of the active performance concepts will be reviewed in 

extensive detail as we move through the three central chapters building the theoretical model 

(chapters 3, 4 and 5), and hence, they will not be explained in great detail at this point. 
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Figure 2.3 Active performance characteristics and their hypothesized influence on success (Frese, 2009) 

The value of Freseôs (2009) active approach to entrepreneurship, and Rauch and Freseôs 

(2000) psychological model of entrepreneurial success lies in the fact that combined, both of 

these models demonstrate that value of taking a psychological approach to entrepreneurship.  

Furthermore, they specifically demonstrate the value in using self-regulation as a framework to 

examine how the individual entrepreneur contributes to success in their venture. 

2.5. Chapter summary  

The above review of the psychological literature pertaining to entrepreneurship 

demonstrates that psychology can and is making a valuable contribution to the understanding of 

entrepreneurial phenomena.  It is the contention of the present research that models of self-

regulation hold particular potential for explaining in more depth and detail the role of 

intrapsychic processes in entrepreneurship.  These cognitive, motivational and emotional 

mechanisms will be explained in the chapters which follow. 
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CHAPTER 3: Self-Regulation : Predominant theories and the 

proliferation of the cognitive approach  
 

If one agrees that self-regulation and self-control can be achieved by effective goal pursuit, it is 

important to analyse strategies that allow people to discriminately set goals that are desirable 

and feasible, and then strive for them in an effective manner. 

(Oettingen & Gollwitzer, 2009; p. 142) 

3.1. Introduction  

The purpose of this chapter is to provide an overview of cognitive approaches to self-

regulation.  The primary theories that approach self-regulation will be reviewed, which include 

Action Theory, and the Rubicon Model of Action Phases.  These form the core building blocks 

of the cognitive component of the model.  However, in order to consider more distal 

manifestations of such cognitive processes, it is necessary to consider a number of other 

relevant theories in the areas of goal-setting and goal orientation.  Finally, these will be 

incorporated into a rudimentary model, depicting the relationships between the cognitive 

components of the model, and their associated hypotheses (preceded by the suffix ñCò). 

Before delving into the cognitive perspective, a general overview of self-regulation is 

provided, including its definition and nature, which discusses some overarching issues pertinent 

to cognitive, motivational and emotional aspects.  The role of self-regulation in applied fields in 

organisational psychology and entrepreneurship is also considered. 

3.2. Defining self -regulation  

Kanfer (1996) notes that substantial progress in understanding self-regulatory processes 

has converged on a conceptualisation that emphasises goals, self-monitoring, self-evaluation, 

and self-reactions as the basic mechanisms by which individuals may exercise control over the 

direction, persistence and intensity of thinking, affect and behaviour.  Self-regulation has been 

defined as: 

A multi-component, multi-level, iterative, self-steering process that targets oneôs own 

cognitions, affects, and actions, as well as features of the environment for modulation in 

the service of oneôs goals.  Self-regulation implies choice, consistency and continuity of 

movement over time; and these three Côs critically depend on having access to a well-

integrated goal hierarchy. (Boekaerts, Maes & Karoly, 2005; p 150). 

This definition highlights a number of important characteristics of self-regulation, most notably, 

that it is goal-directed, involves cognition, affect, motivation, and considers their impact on 

behaviour.  Over the last few decades there has been a growing recognition in both psychology, 
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education and industry among others, that goal-directed behaviour is central to the well-being of 

individuals, that goal-guided self-regulation can be improved, and that the impact of factors that 

threaten self-regulation can be reduced (Boekaerts, Maes & Karoly, 2005).  This has sprung 

from research showing the existence of a strong relationship between individualsô self-

regulation strategies and various indices of adaptive success (Boekaerts, Maes & Karoly, 2005). 

Some researchers make a distinction between self-control and self-regulation.  Self-

control is the process by which individuals bring themselves into line with their goals and 

standards, while self-regulation describes all forms of monitored adaptation by the self, 

including non-conscious regulation (Baumeister & Alquist, 2009).  Hence, self-control is a 

narrower concept, only relating to the conscious, effortful form of self-regulation (ibid.).  

Although the processes investigated in this research are primarily conscious, the research is not 

restricted to the narrower domain of self-control, and so the term self-regulation is used 

throughout. 

One of the core building blocks of the theoretical model proposed in the present research 

lies in the emphasis on self-regulation as a goal oriented process.  Such process perspectives 

have focused on the goal, planning, and implementation process.  These cognitive theories of 

self-regulation will form the focus of this chapter, while further relevant theories will be 

introduced as they become relevant, in order to integrate motivational and emotional 

components in later chapters. 

3.2.1. Self-regulation as a dynamic process and limited resource  

The issue of process is central to the concept of self-regulation (Nenniger, 2005; 

Vancouver & Day, 2005), and so, it is important to emphasise this in defining and researching 

the concept.  Vancouverôs (2008) dynamic process model of self-regulation suggests that the 

basic processes of self-regulation (acting, thinking, learning and feeling) are all highly similar in 

terms of their underlying architecture, and build from one another.  He suggests that the 

complexity of self-regulation arises as the various parts are put together and repeated as 

necessary to represent the person-in-context.  This provide initial support for the contention of 

the present research that there is considerable merit to the consideration of cognitive, 

motivational and emotional aspects of self-regulation along parallel paths that can interact with 

one another.  That said, Vancouverôs (2008) dynamic process model is still structured around 

the goal system, and he suggests that the minimum requirements needed to explain a goal 

system are (i) a way to monitor goal status, and (ii) a way to affect goal status.  The thinking 

component is rooted in the concept of forethought and feedforward processes, which refers to an 

individualôs ability to anticipate future states and change goals as a result.  Learning in this 

process is conceptualised as the strengthening of associations between internal (cognitive) 

representations of stimuli and internal representations of response and consequence. 
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Taking a somewhat different angle, Baumeister, Heatherton and Tice (1994) attempted to 

explain self-regulation by mapping it onto an energy model, suggesting that it is a limited 

resource and hence, an individualôs ability to self-regulate was limited, which may explain self-

regulatory failures (e.g. yo-yo dieting, or attempts to stop smoking).  This Limited Resource 

Model (LRM) is by now quite well supported by research (Baumeister & Alquist, 2009; 

Baumeister & Exline, 1999; Baumeister, Muraven, & Tice, 2000; Muraven & Baumeister, 

2000).  Encouraging is the finding that like a muscle, exercising our self-regulation increases its 

strength and stamina, leading to improvements in individualôs ability and capacity to self-

regulate (Baumeister & Alquist, 2009).  The resource based view suggests that the consumption 

of self-regulatory resources is particularly taxing when tasks are novel (Kanfer & Ackerman, 

1989), which is of particular relevance to the present research context of early stage 

entrepreneurs. 

3.2.2. The Nature of Self-Regulation: Cognition, Emotion and Motivation  

From a cognitive perspective, many researchers view self-regulation as the processes 

involved in attaining and maintaining goals, where goals are internally represented desired 

states (Vancouver & Day, 2005).  However, in reality, the inter-play between cognitive, 

motivational and emotional processes are key to understanding self-regulation.  Locke (2000) 

states that although cognition and motivation can be partly isolated for the purpose of 

specialised study, in everyday life they are never separate.  .  Cognition answers that question 

ówhat is?ô while motivation answers the question óso what?ô (Locke, 2000; p. 411), and so both 

cognition and motivation operate concurrently with each other.  When it comes to a choice of 

action, cognition has primacy over motivation, because one cannot want something without 

knowing that it exists and that it has certain valued attributes.  Furthermore, Locke suggests that 

a correlate of assessing an object as significant is the arousal of action, and motives, values and 

goals (all part of motivation) affect action in three ways: (a) they affect what facts we choose to 

act on, and regulate the direction of action by focusing attention and activity on value- and goal-

relevant behaviour at the expense of other non-goal relevant actions, (b) values and goals affect 

the intensity of the action and the emotion based on how important the value is held to be, and 

(c) values and goals also affect the persistence of action. 

Furthermore, Austin and Vancouver (1996) also argue that goals cannot be understood 

when isolated from the cognitive, behavioural and affective responses organised in pursuing 

goals.  Locke (2000) states that goal-directed actions entail both automatic and volitional 

elements, with emotions constituting one example of an automatised factor.  The role that affect 

plays in self-regulation is highlighted in Carver and Scheierôs (1990, 2000a, 2009) Control 

Theory (Chapter 5). 
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The present chapter focuses on the process of self-regulation and takes primarily a 

cognitive view.  Subsequent chapters will advance the theoretical framework by integrating 

motivational and emotional aspects within the self-regulatory framework.  The role of cognition 

in organisations has been of growing interesting to psychologists for over two decades now 

(Hodgkinson & Healey, 2007).  The field of cognition in psychology deals with sense 

perception, conceptual identification, stored perceptual and conceptual knowledge and skill 

(Locke, 2000).  All knowledge above the perceptual level is gained through active information 

processing, and feedback from action, which encompasses learning, memory, problem-solving 

and decision-making (Locke, 2000).  In this chapter, the focus is on those cognitive processes 

that are most frequently associated with self-regulation, and so, the focus from a cognitive 

perspective lies largely on goals and the goal-setting process. 

3.3. Self-regulation in applied fields: Organisational Psychology and 

Entrepreneurship  

The search for a general understanding of self-regulation has not been coherent given the 

diversity in the field, and has resulted in large bodies of domain-specific knowledge about self-

regulation, with each covering specific aspects using their own scientific terminology 

(Boekaerts, Pintrich & Zeidner, 2005).  There are at least three divergent bodies of literature that 

describe what self-regulation is, how it develops and how it might be improved (Boekaerts, 

Maes & Karoly, 2005), namely educational psychology, organisational psychology and health 

psychology.  The present research lies largely within the work and organisational psychology 

domain, and Wood (2005) contends that the area of self-regulation has great potential for this 

field. 

As with all areas that study self-regulation, definition has been an issue in the domain of 

work and organisational psychology.  The diversity of meanings and applications of self-

regulation constructs within work and organisational psychology reflect differences in the 

meaning of self-regulation across a range of basic and applied psychology literatures (Wood, 

2005).  Within work and organisational psychology, bodies of literature have developed around 

specific behaviours, such as feedback seeking (e.g. Ashford & Tsui, 1991), and interventions, 

such as self-management training (Frayne & Geringer, 2000; Frayne & Latham, 1987), each 

using a particular conceptualisation of self-regulation (see Wood, 2005).  Self-regulation has 

been related to job search behaviour, withdrawal decisions, re-employment success and work 

motivation (Vancouver & Day, 2005), skill training and job performance (Kanfer, 2005), as 

well as management effectiveness (Tsui & Ashford, 1994), error management (Keith & Frese, 

2005) and career self-management (Raabe, Frese & Beehr, 2007).  Generally, it has been 

suggested that in complex jobs (of which entrepreneurship can be classed), distal goals may be 
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less effective than effective metacognitive and self-management skills (Kanfer & Heggestad, 

1997). 

As organisations seek to replace bureaucracy, hierarchical structures, and authoritarian 

leadership styles with more autonomous work practices, initiative and entrepreneurship, self-

regulation theory is a good fit with the emerging demands of modern organisations (Wood, 

2005).  Tsui and Ashford (1994) suggest that individualôs adaptive self-regulatory efforts should 

have greater payoffs in jobs defined by task interdependence, ambiguity and a scarcity of 

directly provided or spontaneous feedback.  Entrepreneurs tend to operate in environments 

characterised by such ambiguity and low levels of feedback.  Hence, one can postulate that self-

regulation may be extremely important for entrepreneurs.  However, very little research to date 

has explicitly mapped the self-regulatory process in entrepreneurship, although aspects of the 

process have been examined to a limited extent.  A number of studies have examined goals in 

the context of entrepreneurship (e.g. Kuratko, Hornsby & Naffziger, 1997; Noel & Latham, 

2006; Tracy, Locke & Renard, 1999), and in addition, the role of planning (Frese et al., 2007) 

and deliberate practice learning strategies (Unger et al., 2009) have been shown to be related to 

entrepreneurial success.  Frese (2009, discussed in chapter 2) has advocated an active approach 

to entrepreneurship, based on Action Theory.  Hence, although some strides have been made 

with regard to understanding the role that self-regulation plays for entrepreneurs, these is much 

work yet to be done in this area. 

3.4. Theoretical Overview of Self -Regulation  

Having provided a brief overview of definitional and conceptual approaches to self-

regulation, the remainder of this chapter will focus on cognitive approaches.  Research in the 

area of self-regulation from a cognitive perspective has tended to focus on one of a number of 

theories in the area, with Action Theory (Frese & Zapf, 1994; Frese, 2007), Control Theory 

(Carver & Scheier, 1981, 2000a), and Regulatory Focus (Brockner & Higgins, 2001; Higgins, 

1996, 2002; Higgins & Silberman 1998; Shah, Higgins, & Friedman, 1998) being predominant.  

However, self-regulation has its origins and roots in a number of areas, drawing on motivational 

theories and research including social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1986, 1997; Frayne & 

Latham, 1987; Latham & Frayne, 1989), goal-setting theory (Locke & Latham, 1990, 2000), 

and volition (Corno & Kanfer, 1993; Heckhausen, 1991; Heckhausen and Kuhl, 1985; Kuhl 

1984, 1985, 2000; Kuhl & Fuhrmann, 1998) in its development, and research in self-regulation 

is often rooted in these theoretical traditions as well. 

Kanfer (1992) notes that the various conceptions of goals and self-regulation provide 

complementary perspectives.  However, current controversies between theories tend to hinge on 

the operation of specific mechanisms involved in self-regulation (Kanfer, 2005).  For example, 
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social-learning/social-cognitive theories and control theory perspectives focus on the cognitive 

and affective mechanisms underlying the goal-performance relationship, but are relatively silent 

about the influence of specific goal characteristics on performance (Kanfer, 1992).  Kanfer 

(2005) suggests that in the domain of work and organisational psychology, the most widely 

accepted perspective involves an integration of the goal-setting and social-cognitive theories, in 

which person, social and environmental factors operate in concert to affect an individualôs goals 

and self-regulatory activities. 

A number of researchers have called for a need to integrate theories of self-regulation, 

and have made strides towards accomplishing this feat.  Karoly, Boekaerts and Maes (2005) 

suggest that the following components of self-regulation may serve as functional universals: 

goal-selection, goal-setting, feedback sensitivity, error monitoring, self-evaluative judgements, 

self-corrective instrumental action, and the emergence of self-efficacy beliefs, and can be used 

in all fields to pursue, in parallel, studies that attempt to examine the interactive nature of these 

universal component functions along with the moderating role of boundary conditions, such as 

schematic knowledge structures, and automaticity.  Wood (2005) presents a table depicting 

potential categories that may be used in the development of a general framework of self-

regulation research in the domain of work and organisational psychology (see Table 3.1.). 

Table 3.2 provides a summary and comparison of the main theories of self-regulation, 

which elaborates on the distinctions between the different theories.  The present research draws 

on Action Theory and theories of volition from the self-regulation domain in developing the 

initial theoretical basis for the examination of self-regulation in entrepreneurs.  These theories 

focus on motivation in-action and lie at the proximal end of the motivation spectrum. The aims 

of the present research were to advance theory in self-regulation, and to investigate how early 

stage entrepreneurs self-regulate their cognitions, emotions, and motivation in order to achieve 

success in their venture.  Given these aims, an actional and process approach to self-regulation 

is most appropriate.  Hence, both Action Theory and the Rubicon Model of Action Phases will 

form the focus of the remainder of this section, in order to explain each theory in more depth. 
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Table 3.1 Potential categories and examples for a framework of self-regulation research (Wood, 2005). 
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Table 3.2 Comparison of main theories of self-regulation 
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3.4.1. Action Theory of Self -Regulation  

Theories of action and action regulation have generally come out of the German tradition 

in psychological research, where the basic starting point is work action.  Action can be defined 

as goal-oriented behaviour that is organised in specific ways by goals, information integration, 

plans and feedback, that can be regulated consciously or via routines (Achtziger & Gollwitzer, 

2008; Frese, 2009; Frese & Zapf, 1994).  Action theory is a cognitive theory, but these 

cognitions are tied to behaviour and to objective work environments, and to the objective work 

outcome.  Hence, it is a behaviour oriented theory, which focuses on the regulatory function of 

cognitions (Frese & Zapf, 1994). 

Action Theory has been described as a ñgrand theoryò (Frese and Zapf, 1994; p 272), 

referring to the fact that it provides quite a broad approach to understanding work actions in 

general.  Although each component is described in this review, more attention is paid to those 

elements that are pertinent to the building of the theoretical model.  Frese (2007) states that 

there are three main building blocks to understanding how humans regulate their actions: 

sequence, structure and focus.  Sequence refers to how actions unfold (Frese, 2007).  First, an 

action proceeds from a goal to a plan, to its execution and to feedback being received; this is 

termed the action process.  The core of action is the feedback cycle, and this implies that there is 

a goal, which constitutes the set point to which action outcomes are compared (Frese & Zapf, 

1994). 

Secondly, structure involves levels of regulation (Frese, 2007); an action is regulated by 

cognitions, and the regulation process can be either conscious or automatic (Frese & Zapf, 

1994).  Action regulation is described as hierarchically structured, with four levels of regulation: 

the sensorimotor level, the flexible action patterns level, the intellectual level and the heuristic 

level.  The important distinction between these levels is between actions that are consciously 

regulated and those that are routinised.  Long-term knowledge of these processes is stored in the 

operative image system (Frese & Zapf, 1994).  The third building block is the focus of an action, 

and this can be the task, the social context in which the task is done, or the self.  Each of these 

three building blocks are discussed in the subsections that follow. 

3.4.1.1. Sequence: The Action Process 

The action process consists of a number of steps: (a) the development of goals and 

decision between competing goals, (b) mapping of the environment or orientation, including 

prognosis of future events, (c) generation of plans, (d) decision to select a particular plan from 

available plans, (e) execution and monitoring of the plan and (f) the processing of feedback (see 

Figure 3.2.; Frese, 2007; Frese and Zapf, 1994).  However, actions are often chaotic, and later 

steps in the action process may change earlier ones, so that the process is not always sequential 



Chapter 3  Self-Regulation 

 33 

(Frese & Zapf, 1994).  Frese (2007) suggests that in the context of the entrepreneurial process, 

the action process means that once a would-be entrepreneur has the goal to found a firm, or 

perhaps to not work as an employee, they then map out the area in which the firm is supposed to 

operate, they plan how to achieve this goal, monitor the process of executing these ideas, and 

process feedback from potential customers, banks, venture capitalists etc. 

(i) Goal Development 

Frese and Zapf (1994) describe the goal as the most important concept in action theory.  

The concept of goal integrates motivational and cognitive concepts: the goal is the point of 

comparison for the action (the cognitive aspect) and the action is pulled by the goal (the 

motivational aspect) (ibid.). 

 

Figure 3.1 The Action Process (adapted from Frese, 2007; Frese & Zapf, 1994). 

As with the majority of self-regulation theories, Action Theory is closely interlinked with 

research on goals, and in particular, this theory has much overlap with the concept of goal 

processes and goal-setting (Austin & Vancouver, 1996; Heckhausen & Kuhl, 1985; Locke & 

Latham, 1990) which involve goal establishment, planning, goal striving and goal revising.  

Frese and Zapf (1994) outline a number of important parameters of goals: (a) goal difficulty, (b) 

specificity of the goal, (c) hierarchization of goals and subgoals, (d) connectedness of goals and 

subgoals, (e) time range (long range vs. short range), (f) valence (positive or negative value 

attached to a goal state), (g) process versus end-state goals (Process goals are goals directly 

related to an action, where the action itself may be the goal.  In contrast, the production of a 

product is an example of an end-state goal), and (h) efficiency divergence of goals (which 

suggest that one should chose subgoals with the highest number of options to reach potential 

other goals with a high likelihood).  These parameters offer means through which to 

differentiate the ways in which individuals form and structure their goals, and a number of these 

parameters have been differentially related to performance (Bluedorn & Martin, 2008; Locke & 

Latham, 2002). 
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(ii ) Mapping of the Environment: Orientation. 

Orienting oneself towards something novel is the lowest level of analysis of situational 

and object conditions.  Orientation often means to attend to signals, as signals are action-

relevant stimuli that are integrated into some knowledge system on the work task.  Signals are 

related to the knowledge and the mental models that the work has about a work process (Frese 

& Zapf, 1994).  Frese (2007) suggests that the following issues are of importance in mapping 

the environment: (i) the realism of the mental model, (ii) broad signal inventory, including 

opportunity recognition and the function of quick detection of complex signals (chunking), (iii) 

developing a map of the environment that has operative value, and (iv) the right level of 

decomposition to understand the environment. 

Frese (2007) suggests that business owners have to know the environment or acquire 

knowledge of the environment in whey they plan to operate.  In dynamic systems, objects may 

change even without an intervention by the actors.  Here prognosis of future events must be 

calculated (Frese & Zapf, 1994).  Mapping may be the result of experimentation (an action) and 

the feedback the actor receives as a result of that action (Frese, 2007). 

(iii ) Generation of plans and (iv) Decision to select a particular plan 

Planning refers to the development of specific alternative behavioural paths by which a 

goal can be attained, or in other words, a plan is a strategy (Austin & Vancouver, 1996).  The 

action theory concept of plan should not be confused with everyday uses of the term.  In the 

psychological sense, a plan means that one has some kind of order of operation for the next few 

seconds, minutes, months or years (Frese, 2007) and can mean everything from the first idea of 

how to proceed to an elaborated blueprint (Frese & Zapf, 1994).  Plans of action can be 

routinised or automatic (System 2) or conscious and effortful (System 1) (Frese et al., 2007), 

and it is the latter plans that are of interest in this research.  System 1 planning is a conscious 

and effortful process that is adaptive when one is planning for new actions in difficult 

environments (Frese & Zapf, 1994; Frese et al., 2007). 

Frese et al. (2007) suggest that a high degree of conscious and effortful planning (System 

1 planning) involves two issues, (i) the degree of detailedness of the plan, and (ii) the degree to 

which mental simulations are oriented to bring about long-term future states, termed the degree 

of proactiveness.  The degree of detailedness may vary from an elaborate, detailed and specific 

plan to one that is very general and does not apply steps (Frese et al., 2007).  One aspect of 

elaborate planning is to think about contingencies or to have an alternative plan (e.g. a Plan B) if 

the first plan does not work out.  A second aspect requires the individual to have a large 

inventory of potential signals which tell the actor whether it is useful to implement the plan.  

The scope of the proactiveness dimension reaches from passive to proactive (Hacker, 1992; 

cited in Frese et al., 2007).  A passive plan does not attempt to change the environment and 



Chapter 3  Self-Regulation 

 35 

actions are primarily affected by the environment.  Hence, passive plans can also be termed 

reactive (Frese et al., 2007).  A proactive plan, in contrast, means that the individual has 

determined their environment to a certain extent, by anticipating future demands and 

opportunities and preparing for them in the present.  This is achieved by acting on the 

environment to bring about future events (Frese et al., 2007).  A proactive plan also implies that 

owners think about the type of feedback needed and develop indicators for this feedback, which 

helps them adjust their plans when necessary (Frese et al., 2007). 

In the planning stage, the development of specific alternative behavioural paths by which 

a goal can be attained (i.e. a strategy) is engaged in.  Planning serves two functions. Firstly, it 

provides a way of testing alternative actions without actually evoking the physical resources or 

other costs necessary to engage in the action.  Secondly, in order to achieve many goals, it is 

necessary to engage in a sequence of activities before a deviation from the desired state is 

detected; anticipated deviations must be drawn from memory or models (Austin & Vancouver, 

1996; Gollwitzer, Fujita & Oettingen, 2004). 

Frese et al. (2007) demonstrate that planning is a key predictor of success in business 

owners.  Proactive business owners are more focused on the long term and consider more 

potential issues and signals, and hence, they tend to develop more elaborate plans (Frese et al., 

2007).  Frese et al. also suggest that as opportunity detection and exploitation have become 

important issues in entrepreneurship research, the concepts of elaborate and proactive planning 

need to be developed for the study of entrepreneurship.  Hence, this study focuses on both the 

elaborateness and the proactivity of the entrepreneurs plan within the self-regulatory process. 

(v) Monitoring of Execution 

Although Frese and Zapf (1994) acknowledge that it is superfluous to separate the phase 

of execution from the phase of planning, as planning always implies some kind of operation, 

they state that it is important to distinguish between the execution of a plan and the waiting 

period in higher-order plans.  The goal striving phase of the process relates to taking of action 

and monitoring of the consequences of such actions (Austin & Vancouver, 1996).  Frese and 

Zapf (1994) state that various aspects are important for plan execution: (a) flexibility , (b) speed, 

(c) sharing and coordination of plans, (d) overlapping plan execution (i.e. whether an individual 

follows one plan at a time or follow several), and (e) the feedback process. 

The core of action is the feedback cycle.  Feedback is information about how far one has 

progressed towards a goal, and is neither completely outside the person nor completely inside 

(Frese & Zapf, 1994), and can be explicit or implicit in the environment (Austin & Vancouver, 

1996).  Feedback can only be interpreted with reference to a goal, and hence feedback is a 

relational concept (Frese & Zapf, 1994).  Frese (2007) suggests that important parameters with 
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regard to feedback are: process vs. outcome feedback, the degree of realism versus self-striving 

interpretations, feedback search rate, and how active this search for feedback is. 

Feedback can also lead to redefinition.  Goal revision is essentially goal establishment 

revisited (Austin & Vancouver, 1996).  Redefinition is a specific feature of a psychological 

approach that focuses on the mental regulation of work (Hacker, 2003).  It illustrates that mental 

regulation of activity is mediated by the object of that activity (ibid.).  Redefinition comprises a 

prospective cognitive and emotional evaluation of the tasks, and this prospective evaluation will 

determine what the person will actually implement and how he or she will do so (ibid.). 

3.4.1.2. Action Structure: The Hierarchical Cognitive Regulation of  Behaviour.  

The second building block is structure, and according to Action Theory, the structure of 

action must be organised hierarchically.  Frese (2007) suggests that the hierarchical cognitive 

regulation of action is analogous to a ñgrammarò for action (p. 162), whereby it allows us to 

understand how well-organised behaviours that achieve higher order goals, such as launching a 

new product, are achieved by using lower level behaviours (e.g. uttering a sentence or typing a 

word).  The higher levels of the hierarchy are conscious, thought oriented and general, while the 

lower levels consist of routines, are specific, and often involve muscle movements.  However, 

Frese (2007) stresses that we do not always pay attention to the full hierarchy.  Higher level 

goals, such as life goals or moral standards, are typically not in the foreground of our attention, 

and we can only attend to those goals that are of immediate action relevance due to limitations 

in working memory capacity (Frese, 2007). 

Frese and Zapf (1994) conceptualise the hierarchy as going from consciousness to 

automaticity.  Conscious strategies are necessary when a new problem is tackled or when a 

more routinized strategy fails to work.  However, with practice in redundant environments, 

actions become routinized and automatic (ibid.). Automatic actions have the following 

characteristics: (i) they become more situationally specific, (ii) they require less effort (iii) they 

involve overlap between different operations, (iv) they require less feedback from the 

environment, (v) they require fewer decisions to be made, and (vi) movements take on a more 

parsimonious form (ibid.). 

Frese (2007; Frese & Zapf, 1994) conceptualise a number of hierarchical levels of action 

regulation (see Table 3.3).  These levels move from automatic movement sequences, which 

engage largely unconscious regulation and little effort (the sensorimotor level of regulation), to 

levels characteristics by schemata that require activation (the level of flexible action patterns), 

through to more conscious and effortful levels of regulation that engage strategies to guide goal-

oriented behaviour (the intellectual level of action regulation) and onto metacognitive levels 
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which refer to knowledge about how we ourselves use these strategies (the level of 

metacognitive heuristics). 

Frese (2007) suggests that there is merit in crossing sequence and structure.  The various 

levels of regulation crossed with sequence (or action process) are shown in Table 3.3.  Such a 

hierarchy of action regulation mirrors similar approaches in the classification of goals (e.g. 

Bayer, Ferguson & Gollwitzer, 2003; DeShon & Gillespie, 2005).  Frese (2007) states that 

intermediate goals are most often in the foreground of our attention.  As this study is 

specifically interested in consciously set goals, the conscious and heuristic levels are more 

relevant.  Emotions are more likely to be regulated at the lower levels of regulation, but are 

sometimes regulated consciously as well.  This will be expanded upon in chapter 5. 

Table 3.3 Levels of Regulation (Frese, 2007; Frese & Zapf, 1994) 

 

Actions are regulated on a higher level when barriers, opportunities for new goals or 

environmental pressures appear (Frese, 2007).  Given that these represent common actions and 

contexts experienced by entrepreneurs, one can presuppose that entrepreneurs are more likely to 

regulate their actions at the conscious or heuristic levels.  However, Frese (2007) suggests that 

entrepreneurs can develop routines to search for opportunities.  However, once an important 

new opportunity is detected action processing is more likely conscious.  However, new 



Chapter 3  Self-Regulation 

 38 

opportunity recognition should be easier for entrepreneurs who have been in business for some 

time, because they can regulate most other actions on a lower level of regulation (Frese, 2007). 

An important point to note is that people may misunderstand their own action regulation.  

Frese (2007) suggests that entrepreneurs argue quite frequently that they decide things without 

much thought (i.e. intuitive decision-making), but for action theory, intuition suggests that the 

action is regulated on lower levels (Frese, 2007). 

3.4.1.3. Focus 

Focus is the third building block in Action Theory.  Frese (2007) suggests that the focus 

of an action can be the task, the social context in which the task is done, or the self.  Within a 

work context, an action is often conceptualised as a task.  A task can be divided into internal 

tasks and external tasks.  The external task is presented by the organisation, whereas an internal 

task comes from the person him/her-self.  However, people develop goals both when they are 

creating their own tasks or when they are taking over external tasks.  The result of an external 

task is generally anticipated as a goal (Frese & Zapf, 1994). 

In addition to a task, there are two other types of regulatory foci suggested by action 

theory, the social and the self.  Achievement in work is often based on some sort of collective 

activities, and performance is often based on how well the social and organisational context in 

which task performance takes place is regulated.  In this case, the regulatory focus is the social 

context (Frese, 2007).  Frese (2007) suggests that it is important for entrepreneursô success to 

regulate the social contexts of task performance. Social focus actions can be mapped on the 

same sequence of steps as tasks (as discussed above), but the main distinction is that social 

focus actions are primarily based on interactions.  Hence, communicative actions and 

interactions with people are the main foci in regulating the social context. 

Finally, a third focus of regulation can be the self, which has overlaps with Boekaerts 

(2001; Boekaerts & Niemvirta, 2005) ego-protective goals.  The self focus includes aspects such 

as self-management, self-efficacy and the switch from self to task.  Within the self-focus, this 

study considers motivational and emotional self-regulation.  These will be explained and 

incorporated into the model in subsequent chapters. 

The emphasis on focus within action theory has some overlaps with J. Heckhausen and 

Schulz (1998) discussion of primary and secondary control in their Life-Span Theory of 

Control.  The focus of control in this theory consists of either primary or secondary control.  

Primary control refers to behaviours directed at the external environment, and involves attempts 

to change the world so that it fits the needs and desires of the individual.  Secondary control, in 

contrast, is targeted at internal processes and serves to minimise losses and maintain and expand 

existing levels of primary control.  Processes of primary control involve direct action on the 
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environment, while secondary control processes are primarily cognitive (J. Heckhausen & 

Schulz, 1998).  Hence, the authors suggest that the defining characteristics of primary of 

secondary control can be conceptualised along two orthogonal attributes, each with two levels; 

target (external world vs. self) and process (action vs. cognition).  Furthermore, J. Heckhausen 

and Schulz (1998) suggest that one of the main functions of secondary control is support of 

primary control in terms of metavolitional and metamotivational action control.  The authors 

also demonstrate how the focus of action control can be usefully integrated into the Rubicon 

model of action phases (discussed below). 

Frese and Zapf (1994) espouse the belief that the major advantage of action theory is not 

its cognitive orientation, but rather, the ease with which the theory can relate cognitive issues to 

applied field settings.  Action theory has been shown to have a number of applications in the 

area of organisational psychology.  The main applications which have been investigated to date 

include: errors and error management; the inter-relationship between work and personality; the 

development of competence at the workplace and training; task characteristics; work design; 

entrepreneurial success (Frese et al., 2007; Frese & Zapf, 1994).  Frese (2009) demonstrates the 

relevance of taking an action approach to explaining entrepreneurship.  In the first phase of 

starting a business, Frese (2009) suggests that most entrepreneurs have to perform many tasks 

for which they have no experience and little or no training, and hence, all of these tasks have to 

be performed on the conscious level of regulation. 

3.5. Volition  
Theories of volition form the second theoretical basis for the present research.  Kanfer 

(1992) notes that the distinction between distal and proximal constructs is based on the call for 

differentiation of the motivational processes underlying choice and volition.  Volition 

emphasises the importance of motivational processes that take place in the context of action 

(Kanfer, 1992) and as with Action Theory, it is rooted in the motivation psychology of action 

(Achtziger & Gollwitzer, 2008).  J. Heckhausen (2007) distinguishes between issues of 

motivation- why we strive for certain goals- and issues of volition- how to strive for certain 

goals.  Volitional processes are defined as those thoughts and/or behaviours that are directed 

towards maintaining oneôs intention to attain a specific goal in the face of both internal and 

external distractions (Corno & Kanfer, 1993; Snow, Corno & Jackson, 1996).  Binswanger 

(1991) describes volition as cognitive self-regulation, likening it to ñfocusò in the realm of 

optics (p. 163).  He states that to raise oneôs level of awareness is, in effect, to focus oneôs mind, 

and the act of focusing oneôs consciousness is volitional. 

Acting ñof oneôs own volitionò involves mobilising oneôs personal resources (e.g. that aid 

in the allocation of time and mental effort towards tasks) and applying them when needed to 

direct and control efforts towards goals (Corno & Kanfer, 1993, p 303).  Hence, theories of 
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volition have clear overlaps with Action Theory, where both take as the central concept the 

prediction of certain behaviours, or actions.  However, where Action Theory tends to be largely 

cognitive in focus, volition is more motivational in focus.  Kehr (2004) describes volition as an 

array of self-regulatory strategies to support explicit action tendencies against competing 

behavioural impulses.  He suggests that volitional regulation is needed to support cognitive 

preferences insufficiently motivated by behavioural tendencies, but is not needed for cognitive 

preferences congruent with affective preferences. 

Heckhausen (1991) describes research on motivation as being divided into two main 

camps; one which studies how intentions are formed, and the second which studies how 

intentions are implemented.  Volition falls into the latter category and can be defined as the 

concrete implementation of actions appropriate to the attainment of a goal chosen in the 

motivation phase (Heckhausen, 1991).  Heckhausen and Kuhl (1985) coined the term ñcrossing 

the Rubiconò to refer to the differences between motivational processes underlying the 

formation of intentions and those processes affecting volition.  The Rubicon was chosen as a 

metaphor as it refers to the historical event where Caesar decided to cross the river Rubicon in 

northern Italy, and in doing so, violated the integrity of the Roman Empire, and instigated a civil 

war.  Hence, the metaphor of crossing the Rubicon means to make a decision that has 

irrevocable consequences (J. Heckhausen, 2007). 

To clarify, volition is a form of action, but is distinguished from this more general term 

by the fact that the intended is willed.  As a result, the problems of volitional psychology have 

also been referred to as issues of action control (Heckhausen, 1991), clearly demonstrating the 

interconnectedness of volition and theories of self-regulation stemming from an action 

perspective. 

3.5.1. The Rubicon Model of Action Phases (Heckhausen & Kuhl, 1985)  

The second theoretical building block of the present research is the Rubicon Model of 

Action Phases (Gollwitzer, 1988, 1990; Heckhausen, 1991; Heckhausen & Kuhl, 1985).  The 

Rubicon Model of Action Phases focuses on the course of action, which is considered to be a 

temporal, horizontal path starting with a personôs desires and ending with the evaluation of the 

action outcomes achieved (Achtziger & Gollwitzer, 2008).  The Rubicon model defines clear 

boundaries between the phases of action control, and this was a significant innovation in the 

modelôs development (Achtziger & Gollwitzer, 2008).  These boundaries mark functional shifts 

between mindsets conducive to goal deliberation and mindsets conducive to goal achievement 

(Achtziger & Gollwitzer, 2008).  As such, the action phases in the Rubicon model also capture 

(to a limited extent) some of the distal-proximal continuum suggested by Kanfer (1992), 

incorporating both goal-setting research with the more process oriented volitional literature. 
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The Rubicon model specifies a course of action involving a phase of deliberating the 

positive and negative potential action alternatives (predecisional phase), a phase of planning 

concrete strategies for achieving the goal selected at the end of the predecisional phase 

(preactional/postdecisional phase), a phase of enacting these strategies (actional phase), and a 

phase of evaluating the action outcome (postactional) (Achtziger & Gollwitzer, 2008).  The first 

boundary occurs at the point of intention formation and separates the motivational processes of 

the predecisional phase from the volitional processes of the postdecisional phases.  Further 

boundaries between phases are the initiation and conclusion of an action (Heckhausen, 1991).  

The Rubicon model also implies that the individual phases have their own functional 

characteristics, distinguishing motivational from volitional processes (ibid.).  Crossing the 

Rubicon from motivation to volition is believed to create different work conditions and different 

information processing models (Corno & Kanfer, 1993; Heckhausen & Kuhl, 1985). 

Figure 3.2 shows the four action phases of the Rubicon Model.  The model forms a 

sequential structure reflecting complementary functions of the consecutive action phases 

(choosing, planning, acting and evaluating) (J. Heckhausen, 2007).  The three breaks in the 

action flow are shown: the intention formation or Rubicon, action initiation, and intention 

deactivation (goal attainment and termination of action).  While this model suggests that all 

actions proceed through the four phases before the next action does the same, in reality there are 

goal intentions which may have been formed long ago in the predecisional motivational stage 

that still await their implementation (Heckhausen, 1991).  Hence, at any given time, there are 

many intentions in the preactional phase that are essentially in a waiting state until they can gain 

access to action (ibid.). 

 

Figure 3.2 Schematic representation of the four action phases of the Rubicon Model (adapted from Achtziger & 
Gollwitzer, 2008; Heckhausen, 1991). 

Intention or goal formation occurs in the first phase of pre-decisional motivation, and is 

characterised by deliberation, where an individual must choose between alternative goals and 

deliberate on the advantages and disadvantages of the goal incentives, and the expectancies of 



Chapter 3  Self-Regulation 

 42 

obtaining the goal (J. Heckhausen, 2007).  As deliberation in this phase is not overly long, 

Heckhausen (1991) postulates a metavolitional control process, which results in a tendency to 

wind-up deliberations and to control information processing in order to assure that 

implementation of the initially-planned goal intentions retain priority.  Metavolitions ensure that 

the flow of information is processed in a manner favouring the implementation of the adopted 

goal intention (Heckhausen, 1991).  The result of this deliberation phase culminates in 

commitment to a specific goal, and crossing the Rubicon from wishes to goals (Achtziger & 

Gollwitzer, 2008). 

When the decision about a goal intention has been made, the decisional Rubicon is 

crossed, and one enters the next phase which is post-decisional but pre-actional (J. Heckhausen, 

2007).  Action initiation occurs in the pre-actional volitional phase.  The term volition indicates 

that the motivational deliberation of potential action goals has been terminated and the 

individual is now committed to achieving a specific goal (Achtziger & Gollwitzer, 2008).  The 

task of this phase is to determine how best to achieve a specific goal state (Achtziger & 

Gollwitzer, 2008) and is functionally dedicated to planning (J. Heckhausen, 2007).  Hence, in 

this stage, behavioural intentions are formed.  Behavioural intentions are only formed for goal 

intentions whose initiation and execution are difficult and, are also conceptualised as 

metavolitions (Heckhausen, 1991). 

As soon as action is initiated, we move into the actional volition phase, where the 

initiated action is guided by the mental representation of the relevant goal intention.  In this 

stage, the focus is on pursuing goal-directed actions and bringing them to successful conclusion 

(Achtziger & Gollwitzer, 2008).  The processes that keep an action on course, and protect it 

from competing intentions are controlled.  Intensity and perseverance of action is determined by 

the volitional strength of the goal intention (Heckhausen, 1991), and this strength acts as a kind 

of threshold value for effort exertion (Achtziger & Gollwitzer, 2008). 

The conclusion of an action directed towards implementing a goal intention signals the 

onset of the post-actional motivation phase.  The task to be addressed in this stage is a 

motivational one (Achtziger & Gollwitzer, 2008).  This phase entails evaluating the attained 

action outcome and contemplating possible inferences to be drawn for future actions.  If the 

individual is satisfied with the outcome, the goal intention is deactivated, while if the goal has 

not been reached, one must examine why this happened in order to decide whether to continue 

to pursue the goal intention, to modify it, or to abandon it (Heckhausen, 1991). 

In addition to the phases within the Rubicon model, each phase is associated with a 

different ñmind-setò, which relates to the thought contents and the selection and processing of 

information within each phase (Gollwitzer, 1990; Heckhausen, 1991).  These mindsets prepare a 

person to act and appropriately tune information processing to facilitate the operations required 
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in each phase.  More specifically, Heckhausen (1991) distinguishes between the motivational 

mind-set and volitional mind-set.  The motivational mind-set is concerned with whether the 

receiving and processing of information meets the task demands, and hence, is reality-oriented.  

In contrast, the volitional mind-set is implementation oriented.  Plans of action and behavioural 

intentions that focus attention characterise the volitional mind-set (Heckhausen, 1991).  These 

two mind-sets are similar to what Gollwitzer and Bayer (1999) term deliberative and 

implemental mindsets.  Both mindsets are considered functional to effective goal pursuit, as 

they provide the cognitive orientations most useful to solving the tasks of choosing between 

potential goals and implementing chosen goals (Gollwitzer & Bayer, 1999).  These two mind-

sets also have overlaps with the motivational and volitional resources that will be discussed in 

chapter 4. 

3.6. Goals, Goal-Setting and Self-Regulation  

Action Theory and the Rubicon Model of action phases suggest that the pre-decisional 

phases or goal-setting phases of action are required before goals can be implemented and action 

taken (e.g. Kanfer, 1992; Latham & Locke, 1991).  Hence, more distal goal concepts are likely 

to have an impact on action through more proximal processes.  Hence, in the sections which 

follow, more distal goal processes such as goal-orientations, and goal-setting are discussed, and 

their potential for integration with action theories are outlined.  From a cognitive perspective, 

the present research takes the goal as it starting point, and hence, it is prudent to examine the 

nature of goals and goal-setting in addition to theories of self-regulation. 

By far the largest empirical literature on mechanisms of self-regulation concerns various 

aspects of the goal execution sequence (i.e. maintenance, change, and/or termination of action) 

(Karoly, 1993).  However, Elliot and Fryer (2008) note with surprise how little the precise 

nature of the term goal has been explicitly discussed in the literature, with researchers and 

theorists commonly neglecting to offer a definition of ñgoalò (p. 235).  Furthermore, they point 

out that researchers and theorists not only exhibit disagreement in their technical definitions of 

goal, but they also conceptualise goals in many different ways.  Austin and Vancouver (1996) 

offer a definition of goals as internal representations of desired states.  Elliot and Fryer (2008) 

further this definition, defining a goal as ña cognitive representation of a future object that the 

organism is committed to approach or avoidò (p. 244).  Furthermore, goals are focused on the 

future, meaning that goal-directed behaviour is proactive, not reactive.  Implicit in this 

conceptualisation is that the mental image of the future possibility has a causal influence on 

present behaviour (Elliot & Fryer, 2008). 
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3.6.1. The nature of the goal : Goal structure  

Goals serve as concrete points of reference for directing our actions in fulfilment of our 

needs (Shah & Kruglanski, 2005), and as such play a central role in theories of self-regulation.  

Goal content theories focus on the thematic and structural properties of set goals and attempt to 

explain differences in goal-directed behaviour in terms of what an individual specifies as the 

goal (Gollwitzer & Bayer, 1999).  Generally, such theories have been considered to be 

conceptually distinct from theories of self-regulation, which focus on the question of how 

people overcome certain implementational problems (Gollwitzer & Bayer, 1999).  However, as 

will be shown towards the end of this chapter, it is argued here that there are distinct advantages 

to incorporating both approaches in order to develop a more complete picture of the role that 

goals play in the self-regulation process and in achieving success. 

Goal structure refers to the hierarchical organisation of goals and the properties of goals 

and dimensions on which goals vary (Austin & Vancouver, 1996).  In addition, the structure of 

goals is conceived in terms of their inter-relationships (Austin & Vancouver, 1996).  Lower 

level goals can be conceptualised as the means by which higher-level goals are attained (Lord & 

Levy, 1994; Lord et al., 2010).  Two conceptualizations of structure will be examined: goal 

orientations, and goal hierarchies. 

3.6.1.1. Goal Orientation 

Goal orientation represents one manifestation of the nature of goals.  DeShon and 

Gillespie (2005) suggest that goal orientation is a promising motivational construct that may 

explain why some individuals adapt to change better, and so may be important in the context of 

entrepreneurship, where change is a feature of the environment.  Goal orientation represents 

choice behaviour in achievement situations, influencing the decision between many possible 

courses of action that individuals may choose to take in a particular context (DeShon & 

Gillespie, 2005; Schmidt, Dolis & Tolli, 2009).  In the organisational psychology literature goal 

orientations have been found to predict job performance above and beyond cognitive ability and 

personality (Payne, Youngcourt & Beaubien, 2007) and at multiple levels of analysis (Yeo, 

Loft, Xiao & Kiewitz, 2009).  In the context of entrepreneurship, it has been suggested that 

anxious owners may take more risks, while promotion-focused owners, who are more strongly 

oriented towards achieving positive goals, are less anxious, and take less risks (Baron, 2004; 

Frese, 2007). 

One of the major issues to date in advancing research in the area of goal orientation has 

been definitional and measurement inconsistencies.  DeShon and Gillespie (2005) demonstrated 

that there are five categories of definitions: goals, traits, quasi-traits, mental frameworks and 

beliefs.  The most common definitional approach to goal orientation views it as the adoption and 
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pursuit of specific goals in achievement contexts (DeShon & Gillespie, 2005).  A two-by-two 

matrix has been proposed to conceptualise the two types of goal orientations- mastery and 

performance goals- with two different valences- approach or avoidance (Baranik, Barron & 

Finney, 2007; Elliot & McGregor, 2001; Pintrich, 2005; see Table 3.4.).  Goal orientation has 

overlaps with theories of regulatory focus (e.g. Brockner & Higgins, 2001; Higgins, 1996, 2002; 

Higgins & Silberman, 1998; Shah, Higgins & Friedman, 1998) where the approach/avoidance 

distinction is also evident.  The mastery avoid orientation represents a development from 

previous research where three orientations were specified (mastery; performance approach and 

performance avoid), although up to six orientations have been investigated in past research 

(DeShon & Gillespie, 2005).  Elliot (1999) suggested that the typical mastery goal orientation is 

an approach goal, but Elliot and McGregor (2001) argue that, although less common, a mastery-

avoid goal is possible, giving the example of an expert who desires to avoid losing skill. 

Van Yperen (2006) investigated this 2x2 framework, by comparing individuals according 

to their dominant achievement goals.  He found that mastery approach goals were associated 

with need for achievement, general self-efficacy, positive affectivity, perfectionistic striving and 

intrinsic motivation.  Performance-avoid goals were associated with negative affectivity, 

socially prescribed perfectionism, extrinsic motivation, and amotivation.  Dominant 

performance approach goals were associated with high scores on both positively and negatively 

valenced variables, and dominant mastery-avoidance goals were associated with low scores on 

both types of variables (Van Yperen, 2006). 

Kaplan and Maehr (2007) note that individuals may adopt several different goal 

orientations depending upon certain contextual conditions.  The suggestion here is that 

individuals perceive cues in the environment that highlight the salience of one goal orientation 

or another, which in turn, guides thoughts, feelings and behaviour in accord with this 

orientation.  Hence, the concept of goal-orientation has overlaps with Banduraôs (1991) social 

cognitive theory of self-regulation.  Adopting a performance-approach goal along with a 

mastery-approach goal has been posited as promoting optimal motivation, as these goals are 

associated with high performance levels and high interest (Harackiewicz, Barron, Pintrich, 

Elliot & Thrash, 2002). 
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Table 3.4 Two goal orientations and their approach and avoidance forms (Pintrich, 2005; p. 477). 

 

There is a reasonable amount of literature examining the relationship of mastery goals to 

motivational beliefs such as efficacy, value, interest, attributions and affect (motivational self-

regulation), which indicate that adopting a mastery goal has positive implications for these 

variables (see Pintrich, 2005 for a review).  VandeWalle et al. (1999) found that a learning goal 

orientation had a positive relationship with sales performance, but was fully mediated by three 

self-regulatory strategies: goal setting, effort and planning.  In contrast, a performance goal 

orientation was unrelated to sales performance.  Hence, the goal orientation concept appears 

relevant to consider in the context of self-regulation.  Button et al. (1996) highlighted that a 

performance orientation is typically necessary in an organisational context, where employees 

must meet performance standards for the organisation in order to be successful.  Hence, they 

suggested that a balance of both orientations (mastery and performance) is adaptive in most 

work settings, and this style can only be elucidated if a two dimensional goal orientation 

approach is adopted.  The suggestion that individuals can be simultaneously high or low on the 

dimensions of goal orientation (DeShon & Gillespie, 2005) is only compatible with a 

proximally oriented approach to motivation and goals, and a state approach to goal orientation 

(Dragoni, 2005), rather than trait approaches (e.g. Fisher & Ford, 1998; VandeWalle & 

Cummings, 1997).  State goal orientation is characterised by its dynamic nature and 

responsiveness to situational influences (Dragoni, 2005; Dweck & Leggett, 1988).  Dragoni 

(2005) proposed that leadership and climate perceptions influence the state goal orientations that 

will be adopted by employees.  Entrepreneurs operate in a weak situation, where there are not 

strong indicators as to what the appropriate goal orientation might be for the context.  Hence, 

being able to adopt an appropriate state goal orientation in this context is an example of an 

adaptive self-regulatory strategy. 

De Shon and Gillespie (2005) also highlight that a number of researchers conceptualise 

goal orientations as being domain-specific, rather than relatively stable individual difference 
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variables.  This suggestion is particularly relevant to early stage entrepreneurs, who typically 

attempt to balance the high level of knowledge acquisition needed to start a new company, as 

well the more performance oriented tasks required to keep the nascent organisation afloat in the 

first few years of start-up.  Hence, entrepreneurs may take a mastery or performance approach 

to the business overall, but across situations, domains, and time, there may be some fluidity in 

the choice of orientation towards goals.  This suggests that success may lie in taking an adaptive 

approach where such early stage entrepreneurs alternate between mastery goals in terms of 

advancing their skill as an entrepreneur, and performance goals relating to making a success of 

the business. 

3.6.1.2. Goal Hierarchies: Motivated Action Theory 

DeShon and Gillespie (2005) forward the Motivated Action Theory (MAT) to integrate 

goal orientation with self-regulation and goal-oriented action models (e.g. Carver & Scheier, 

1998; Frese & Zapf, 1994).  The assumptions on which this theory rests are: (a) action is 

directed towards the attainment of goals, (b) goals are hierarchically structured within the 

individual, such that high-level goals are distal desired states and lower level goals are means to 

obtain the higher level goals, (c) a single goal controls action at any given point in time, (d) 

activation levels determine which goal guides behaviour at a given point in time, and (e) 

situational features interact dynamically with activated goals to affect choice and behaviour.  

This last point is of particular relevance to entrepreneurs.  Environmental volatility is a typical 

characteristic of entrepreneursô environments, and such ambiguous and unpredictable contexts 

create a relatively weak situation (Schmidt et al., 2009).  The effects of goal orientation appear 

to be strongest under such conditions (Schmidt et al., 2009). 

DeShon and Gillespie (2005) suggest that goals are hierarchical structures (see Figure 

3.3), which can be likened to the hierarchical levels in Frese and Zapfôs (1994) action theory.  

At the top of the hierarchy are self-goals, which refer to the fundamental outcomes that all 

individuals must achieve, for example, to lead normal, healthy, fulfilling lives.  Principle goals 

are general heuristics or behavioural principles that serve as guides for clusters of behaviour 

(DeShon & Gillespie, 2005).  In entrepreneurial terms, such goals often relate to growth of the 

business, to adding or creating value in some form.  The achievement goals in the model are 

most closely associated with goal orientations. They are intermediate goals and reflect the 

general action patterns that individualôs use in achievement situations to pursue principle goals 

(DeShon & Gillespie, 2005).  Hence, an individual will adopt an achievement goal that suits the 

profile of the principle goal being pursued (ibid.).  Finally, the action plan goals specify a 

mechanism for achieving the goal, and tend to be highly flexible strategies, pathways or 

trajectories for achieving desired goals (ibid.). 
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Figure 3.3 Motivated Action Theory Model of the Goal Orientation Hierarchy (DeShon & Gillespie, 2005; p. 1106). 

The first three steps in Freseôs (2007; Frese & Zapf, 1994) action process are largely 

analogous to the goal hierarchy in DeShon and Gillespieôs (2005) Motivated Action Theory. 

The goal to found a firm (approach) or not to work as an employee (avoidance) can be 

considered principle goals.  These then get translated into achievement goals, which are 

necessarily related to the area in which the goal will operate.  Finally, planning how to achieve 

this goal is equivalent to action plan goals in MAT terminology or to subgoals as Frese refers to 

them elsewhere (see Kraus et al., 2005). 

There are also synergies to be found between MAT and the aspect of structure in Action 

Theory.  Frese (2007) suggests that higher level goals, such as life goals or moral standards (self 

goals in MAT terminology), are typically not in the foreground of our attention, and we can 

only attend to those goals that are of immediate action relevance due to limitations in working 

memory capacity.  Hence, intermediate goals are most often in the foreground of our attention 

(Frese, 2007).  This suggests that achievement goals (and to some extent principle goals in 

DeShon & Gillespieôs goal hierarchy) are more often the focus of an individualôs attention.  It is 

possible to map MATôs goal hierarchy onto the sequence hierarchy of Action Theory.  Self-

goals and principle goals can be considered meta-goals, and reside under the Heuristic level of 

regulation.  Achievement goals also lie under the Heuristic level, but are considered goals.  

Finally, Action Plan goals can be considered subgoals, and reside at the conscious level of 

regulation. 

This hierarchy of goals has several implications with regard to issues in thinking about 

behaviour.  The hierarchy suggests that goals at any level can be achieved by a variety of means 

at lower levels.  This explains the fact that people can sometimes radically shift the manner in 




































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































