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Abstract
The change in life and professional conditions in 2020 has impacted the growth 
expectations of new firms. Based on a sample of more than 20,000 people com-
ing from the Spanish Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) for 2019 and 2020, 
we analyze the effect of entrepreneurs’ motivations and social role models on the 
growth expectations of new firms using a binomial logit model. The results show 
that, as a consequence of the institutional conditions caused by the COVID-19 pan-
demic, entrepreneurs only take into consideration the economic projections of the 
new firm in order to take the risk of hiring employees in the early stage of the firm’s 
creation. However, experienced entrepreneurs involved in the consolidating stage of 
the entrepreneurial process have more ambitious motivations, and take advantage 
of their knowledge derived from peer role models in order to face the new oppor-
tunities arising during the pandemic. The effect of motivations and role models on 
firms’ growth also differ between men and women.

Keywords  Entrepreneurs’ motivations · Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) · 
COVID-19 · New firms’ growth

Introduction

In general terms, firms tend to grow until marginal cost equals price (Mansfield, 
1979). However, the decision to recruit new employees to support the firm’s growth 
depends on individual expectations, and the growth expectations of entrepreneurs 
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differ according to contextual, firm-level, and personal determinants (Davidsson,  
1989). Among the contextual determinants, industry and geographical location are 
relevant, but formal and informal institutions also influence the decision to increase 
the number of employees, especially during economic changes (North, 2005; 
Urbano & Alvarez, 2014). Informal institutions like the belief systems of individ-
uals, culture, and social norms established in a territory often help to reduce the 
perception of uncertainty of a situation of change (North, 2005), and these institu-
tions interact with the cognitive dimensions of the decision-maker such as confi-
dence, motivation, and opportunity perceptions (Estrin & Mickiewicz, 2012; Hafer 
& Jones, 2015). In this sense, the founders’ decision to create and invest in their 
firm’s growth is often biased by their attitudes and perceptions of the existence of 
role models that have been successful doing the same (Davidsson, 1995). This evi-
dences that the two institutional approaches (environmental and cognitive) need to 
be combined to explain the entrepreneurial decision to recruit new employees to 
support the firm’s growth. At the firm level, managers in charge of small firms are 
more likely to take growth decisions (Davidsson, 1989). However, these findings 
are inconclusive in new firms as we cannot do any size distinction, given that at the 
beginning of the entrepreneurial process all firms are small (Kolvereid, 1992). It 
is clear that starting a new business is a decision based on an entrepreneur’s moti-
vations, as is the decision to invest in the firm’s growth (Ginn & Sexton, 1989). 
However, external circumstances like an increase in uncertainty could modify the 
entrepreneur’s beliefs about the future success of the business and change their 
ambitions, increasing their risk aversion and limiting the growth potential of new 
firms. According to this approach, entrepreneurs’ risk aversion when it comes to 
recruiting new employees and investing in new capacities often explains the growth 
limitations of small firms (Cooper et  al., 1982; Davidsson, 1991). Traditionally, 
entrepreneurs have lower levels of risk aversion than the general population, which 
means that they perceive the same reality as a source of opportunities where others 
only see threats (Hill et al., 2022).

From an institutional approach, role models’ knowledge—that is, the existence 
of people that can guide the entrepreneur’s decision, providing external experi-
ence of the potential effects of the decision—is the most used variable to analyze 
the influence of the belief systems of individuals (Field et al., 2010), and one of 
the most important factors in promoting entrepreneurship (Urbano et al., 2019). 
However, we do not yet have evidence of how a radical change of contextual cir-
cumstances can affect entrepreneurs, modifying the impact of individual motiva-
tions and role models on their growth expectations. Nor do we have any infor-
mation about how these perceptions evolve along the entrepreneurial process, or 
whether the perceptions of men and women differ when facing these changes. In 
order to answer these questions, it is necessary to study the relationship between 
a radical change of contextual conditions, such as those caused by the COVID-19 
pandemic, and the change in entrepreneurs’ perceptions regarding the new firm’s 
growth expectations through the different stages of the entrepreneurial process, 
also considering potential differences between men and women, because women 
entrepreneurs comprise just one third of the growth-oriented entrepreneurs active 
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in the world (Hill et  al., 2022). The entrepreneurs’ aspirations for job creation 
depend on their personal ambitions and preferences, the type of business, and 
the institutional conditions of the environment. However, in 2020–2021, less 
than half of entrepreneurs globally reported high aspirations for recruiting new 
employees in the next five years, and there were substantial differences between 
men and women (Elam et al., 2021).

In this analysis, we consider the effect of different entrepreneurial motivations 
and the effect of the knowledge of other individuals involved in the entrepreneur-
ial process during the crisis time of 2019–2020 on the entrepreneur’s expectation 
of recruiting new employees. The study of the potential differences between men 
and women is supported in previous contributions that evidence that the different 
level of entrepreneurial involvement between men and women could be explained by 
differences in their motivations and their perception of business opportunities (De 
la Cruz Sanchez-Escobedo et  al., 2014; Entrialgo & Iglesias, 2018; Langowitz & 
Minniti, 2007; Morris et al., 2006; Neira et al., 2013). Most of these studies focus 
on explaining the entrepreneurial decision. However, despite the previous contribu-
tion of Orser and Hogarth-Scott (2002), the effects of different motivations on the 
growth expectations of the entrepreneur (men and women) remain unexplored. This 
study analyzes not only the effect of individual motivations but also the knowledge 
provided by entrepreneurs’ role models (reference groups). Other entrepreneurs’ 
knowledge makes it easier to build innovation communities, and new firms are more 
prone to grow in environments where creating innovation communities with other 
entrepreneurs looking for complementarities is easier and evolves over time (Van 
der Borgh et al., 2012).

Connecting the individual motivations and role models with the growth poten-
tial of new firms, the research on entrepreneurs’ expectations conducted during 
2008–2014 provides evidence of how entrepreneurial motivators and drivers of 
entrepreneurship changed the during financial crisis (Devece et  al., 2016; Hundt 
& Sternberg, 2014; Stefanescu & On, 2012). However, the unexpected uncertainty 
caused by the COVID-19 virus in 2020 disrupted the previous expectations of entre-
preneurs to a greater extent. Many start-ups were aborted, but others sprang up, tak-
ing advantage of new technologically based demands. At this time there is not yet 
enough guidance to allow entrepreneurs to deal with the uncertainty created, and 
this lack of knowledge reinforces the influence of entrepreneurial perceptions on 
a firm’s growth decision (Agarwal & Audretsch, 2020; Klein & Klein, 2001). In 
this study, we contribute to filling the research gap and plan to answer the ques-
tion: How do an entrepreneur’s motivations and reference models affect the growth 
expectations for the new firm during uncertain times? This paper provides empirical 
evidence of this relationship in 2019 (pre-pandemic) and 2020 (pandemic). Based 
on a literature review, we propose a conceptual model to support the hypotheses 
presented in the next section. The econometric analysis is subsequently described, 
based on a sample of more than 20,000 people per year provided by the Global 
Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) of Spain for 2019 and 2020. The empirical results 
of the analysis are presented in the fourth section. Finally, in the last two sections, 
we discuss new lines of research and conclude the study.
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Literature review

Institutional factors are potential drivers of entrepreneurial activity in a territory 
because they can facilitate or hinder the capacity of a society to deal with changes 
(Urbano et al., 2019). This capacity depends on the relationship of institutional fac-
tors with the techno-industrial and network conditions of the territory (Boschma, 
2015). Formal institutions can reduce the transaction costs of trade and increase effi-
ciency (Djankov et al., 2002). In this sense, lower levels of bureaucracy to start a 
business or social reinforcement of entrepreneurship favor the entrepreneurial capac-
ity of a society, but even more important are the informal institutions, which form 
the entrepreneurs’ belief system regarding their capacity and supporting community 
(social norms and culture) and reinforce the entrepreneurs’ individual traits and 
social capital (high skills, low fear of failure, and good knowledge of other entre-
preneurs) (North, 2005; Urbano & Alvarez, 2014). From an institutional approach, 
entrepreneurship is a social phenomenon, and knowing other entrepreneurs is con-
sidered an important support because they can provide advice and act in the role 
of several stakeholders (suppliers, clients, partners, investors) in their communities 
(Bosma et al., 2021). From this perspective, social networks are included as infor-
mal institutions underlying the entrepreneur’s belief system to grow, reinforcing the 
role of social knowledge in the entrepreneur’s expectations.

Following this conceptual approach, researchers have studied the differences 
among entrepreneurial systems in diverse societies, concluding that the knowledge 
obtained to stay in a society where others are running new businesses encourages 
people to become entrepreneurs (Sorenson, 2017). In this sense, the existence of 
entrepreneurial role models in the civil society of a country or region can increase 
the desirability of being an entrepreneur, because it raises entrepreneurs’ expecta-
tions about market opportunities and increases their confidence in running success-
ful businesses in that territory (García-Martínez et  al., 2023; Bosma et  al., 2012; 
Sørensen & Sorenson, 2003).

From an institutional perspective, researchers have studied how different societal 
conditions have different effects on entrepreneurs’ expectations of business oppor-
tunities (Savrul, 2017), regardless of whether entrepreneurs increase their human 
capital or attract more qualified entrepreneurs (Barazandeh et al., 2015; Kaufmann 
& Malul, 2015), or whether they provide better or worse conditions to take advantage 
of building social capital and innovation (Neira et al., 2017). In a study on collabora-
tion for innovation, Meng (2016) suggests that women are less well positioned in the 
social networks of commercialization with industry than men, and this reduces their 
innovation capacity (patenting). There is some evidence of the relationship between 
social role models and entrepreneurial intentions (Bosma et  al., 2012) and of the 
effect of knowing other entrepreneurs on reducing risk aversion to entrepreneurial 
behavior (North, 2005), but there is a lack of research studying this relationship when 
there is a high level of uncertainty such as that caused by the health crisis of 2020.

Regarding the relationships between motivations, role models, and growth expec-
tations, we consider that entrepreneurs behave according to: 1) their perception of 
the pros and cons of their potential behavior (attitudes); 2) their perception of the 
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connection between this behavior and that of their social reference group (social 
perceptions of role models); and 3) their perception of their capacity to perform 
that behavior (perceived feasibility). Previous evidence has shown the key role of 
attitudes, social perceptions, and perceived feasibility in explaining entrepreneurial 
intentions (Guerrero et al., 2016; Krueger et al., 2000), but the effect of these vari-
ables on growth expectations remains unexplored.

According to this approach, the proposed model includes two groups of factors to 
explain the growth expectations of entrepreneurs: motivations and entrepreneurial 
role models. Motivations are considered personal traits of entrepreneurs, a conse-
quence of their attitudes and perceived feasibility of their abilities. Role models in 
the form of other entrepreneurs are considered informal institutions coming from the 
context and embedded in the belief system of entrepreneurs through social learning 
(Bandura, 1977), by direct experience or by observing the behavior of their reference 
group. In order to evaluate the effect on growth expectations, this analysis also con-
siders the stage of the entrepreneurial process (early and established stages). Finally, 
the comparison of the growth expectations of men and women entrepreneurs serves 
to clarify the relationships between motivations, role models, and growth expecta-
tions according to the sex of the entrepreneur, complementing the scarce previous 
studies of this issue (Bulanova et al., 2016).

Motivations

Since Davidsson (1995) identified the personal conviction (self-efficacy percep-
tion), the expected payoffs, and the social contribution of the founder as main factors 
explaining the entrepreneurial intention, many researchers have focused on studying 
the effect of the founder’s motivations on entrepreneurial decisions. In their study 
on predicting entrepreneurial success, Carsrud et  al. (1989) relate entrepreneurs’ 
motivation, personality characteristics, and need for power and influence with the 
firm’s performance. Ferreira et al. (2019) also evidence that entrepreneurs’ personal 
characteristics are relevant to explain proactive firms’ behavior of adopting digital 
processes to increase the firm’s innovation and performance. However, in a critical 
review of literature, Bosma et al. (2012) conclude that board personality traits are 
less related to entrepreneurial intention than specific personality traits such as the 
need for achievement, risk-taking, innovativeness, autonomic locus of control, and 
self-efficacy. Looking into entrepreneur’s motivations, Hessels et al. (2008) distin-
guish between “pull” and “push” motivations to start a firm. Although pull motiva-
tions regarding autonomy, income and wealth, challenge, or social recognition are 
more connected with firms’ growth (Shane et al., 2003; Van Gelderen et al., 2006; 
Van Gelderen & Jansen, 2006), push motivations regarding family tradition or labor 
necessity that force unemployed people into self-employment become especially rel-
evant in crisis periods (Neira et al., 2013; Orser & Hogarth-Scott, 2002). Regarding 
the effect of the entrepreneur’s motivation on the firm’s growth expectations, entre-
preneurs with low-growth preferences (push motivations) value their independence 
as the main factor of their motivation and perceive employment growth as a factor 
that negatively affects this independence (Cassar, 2007, 2010).
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Regarding pull motivations, Amit et al. (2001) found that economic motivation 
is less relevant for starting new ventures than other motivators like assuming a new 
challenge or being innovative. However, Cassar (2007) concluded that financial suc-
cess is a key factor for entrepreneurs with a high-growth preference, and in a quali-
tative study based on a survey with Turkish entrepreneurs, Benzing et  al. (2009) 
evidenced that economic motivation is the most important when entrepreneurs are 
afraid of losing their employment if they work for others in a time of crisis.

Women have been more conservative than men when taking decisions aimed 
to promote the new firm’s growth (Orser & Hogarth-Scott, 2002). The different 
weight of push over pull motivations compared to men’s also explains the lower 
growth of firms run by women (Langowitz & Minniti, 2007; Morris et al., 2006). 
In a study conducted by the Global Entrepreneurship Research Association (Elam 
et  al., 2021), women reported slightly higher growth expectations due to the pan-
demic, and increased their entrepreneurial intention. In contrast, in the same period 
(2020–2021), women reported 20 percent more business closures than men due to 
the pandemic. Elam et al. found some differences in motivations, in the sense that 
women reported the scarcity of jobs as a reason to create a new business more often 
than men, and mentioned less the desire to generate great wealth, which indicates a 
lower entrepreneurial ambition.

Finally, if we consider the evolution of the relationship between motivators and 
a firm’s growth expectations, we expect that this relationship will differ according 
to the stage of the entrepreneurial process. Entrepreneurs often base their decisions 
not only on motivations but also on their experience and technological and manage-
rial skills. Entrepreneurial passion is related to the perseverance of the founders in 
terms of investing during the firm’s growth stage (Mueller et  al., 2008; Murnieks 
et al., 2014), and the attractiveness for investors is also increased when the entrepre-
neur combines passion and experience (Murnieks et al., 2016). Literature based on 
studying the growth ambition of entrepreneurs relates growth intention not only to 
motivations but also to control and independence (Bosma et al., 2012), which is con-
nected with the institutional approach of this analysis. In this sense, Calogirou et al. 
(2020) found a positive relationship between the decision to invest in RandD and 
firms’ growth in the midst of the Greek crisis of 2011–2013.

According to previous results, this study assumes that, in periods of uncertainty, 
entrepreneurs with pull motivators (challenge and economic) will be more prone 
to assume the risk of investing in hiring new employees than those entrepreneurs 
moved by push motivations (family, labor necessity), which implies conservative 
decisions aimed at assuring the firm’s survival. It is also assumed that more expe-
rienced entrepreneurs will be more pull-motivated to grow than those who are less 
experienced. Thus, it is stated that:

H1: Pull entrepreneurial motivations are positively related to firms’ growth 
expectations in periods of uncertainty.
H2: Push entrepreneurial motivations are negatively related to firms’ growth 
expectations in periods of uncertainty.
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H3: The effect of entrepreneurial motivations is greater in the consolidating 
phase of the entrepreneurial process than in the initial phase of firm’s creation 
in periods of uncertainty.
H4: The effect of entrepreneurial motivations on firms’ growth expectations 
differs between men and women in periods of uncertainty.

Social role models

Regarding the knowledge coming from entrepreneurs’ social role models, this 
study extends the traditional conception of the parental role model to explain 
children’s entrepreneurial intentions (Chlosta et  al., 2012; Geldhof et  al., 2014) 
to social role models coming from the reference group of entrepreneurs, which 
enable the participation of civil society in the entrepreneurial system. In this 
sense, the existence of entrepreneurial role models offers a vicarious experience 
that increases the entrepreneur’s perception of self-efficacy (Davidsson, 1995). 
Following this approach, entrepreneurs use role models to imitate the entrepre-
neurial behavior of their peers (Bosma et  al., 2012; Kacperczyk, 2013). In this 
sense, knowing other entrepreneurs increases the probability of creating a new 
firm (Urbano & Alvarez, 2014), and this knowledge reinforces the growth expec-
tations of the entrepreneur (García-Martínez et al., 2023). The existence of entre-
preneurial role models can reduce the risk of entrepreneurs’ actions in uncertainty 
periods because they can predict the potential results of their decisions by oth-
ers’ behavior. According to this approach, Wyrwich et al. (2019) evidence that the 
decision to start a new firm is highly influenced by the effect of social role models 
on the entrepreneur, in the sense that successful role models reduce the fear of 
failure, but also work in the opposite way: that is to say, if other entrepreneurs fail, 
this will have a negative effect on individuals’ growth expectations.

Women entrepreneurs have tended to be more influenced by role models than men 
(Noguera et al., 2013; Orser & Hogarth-Scott, 2002), in the sense of using them to 
improve their own perception of having the right skills to create a new firm and reduc-
ing their fear of failure. Because of this, the absence of similar role models could 
reduce the effect of civil society on the entrepreneurial behavior of women (Karimi 
et al., 2014), as happened in previous crises. According to the data gathered by the 
GEM in 2020–2021, women entrepreneurs reported less knowledge of other entrepre-
neurs that had started or closed a business due to the pandemic (Elam et al., 2021).

According to previous results, it is assumed that in periods of uncertainty, hav-
ing social role models will influence the entrepreneur’s expectations of the firm’s 
growth, especially in the initial phase of the entrepreneurial process and for women. 
Thus, it is hypothesized that:

H5: Having role models is positively related to entrepreneurs’ expectations of 
the firm’s growth in periods of uncertainty.
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H6: The effect of role models is higher in the initial phase of the entrepreneur-
ial process than in the consolidating phase in periods of uncertainty.
H7: The effect of role models on the firm’s growth expectations differs between 
men and women in periods of uncertainty.

Following this approach, this study aims to analyze the effect of entrepreneurs’ 
motivations and social learning coming from role models on the growth expecta-
tions for the new firms. Analysis of the periods pre-pandemic (2019) and during the 
pandemic (2020) will allow us to evaluate if there is any difference in this relation-
ship due to the uncertainty caused by the health crisis in the different stages of the 
entrepreneurial process. Comparing men and women in both years (2019 and 2020) 
will also allow analysis of this relationship from a sex-based perspective.

The conceptual model underlying the study is shown in Fig.  1. This model 
reflects the proposed analysis of the effect of entrepreneurs’ pull and push motiva-
tions and entrepreneurial role models on the growth expectations for new firms, also 
considering the differences between men and women and the evolution of these rela-
tionships through the entrepreneurial process.

Description of data

We used a representative sample of 20,000 adults provided by the Global Entrepre-
neurship Monitor of Spain for 2019 and 2020. The selection of variables is aligned 
with the conceptual framework and supported by the literature review. Table 1 iden-
tifies the variables used in the models, with a brief description of the variables for 
the two reference groups. According to the GEM’s model of entrepreneurial pro-
cess, total early-stage (TEA) entrepreneurs are those who started their activity in the 
42 months prior to data collection, while established entrepreneurs are those who 
have been involved in their business for more than 42 months.

The analysis is supported by a sample of more than 20,000 people of working age 
(18–64  years) stratified by age range, region, and gender for each year’s analysis. 

Fig. 1   Conceptual framework, to be inserted here
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Table 2 shows the distribution of the sample according to sex and age criteria. This 
sample is obtained through individual questionnaires provided by the Spanish GEM 
for 2019 and 2020. This database is the world’s largest and longest running study of 
entrepreneurs and entrepreneurial perceptions; it gathers data from 46 countries and 
allows comparison among them. Due to the nature of hypotheses 3 and 6, it has been 
necessary to split the sample of companies between new and nascent businesses, oper-
ating for less than 42 months, and those operating for more than 42 months, both for 
2019 and 2020, as the previous literature points to differentiated behavior motivated by 
a period of uncertainty.

The proposed estimations come from econometric logic models of limited depend-
ent variables. In this analysis, we have also included the most relevant factors treated 
in the literature review to explain the growth expectations of entrepreneurs, consider-
ing the different stages of the entrepreneurial process and the differences between men 
and women.

Methods

The estimations proposed in the paper use limited dependent variable models, specifi-
cally the binary logit model (Wooldridge, 2002), because it is a regression method that 
relaxes the assumptions of the linear regression model (linearity, normality, and homo-
scedasticity) (Verbeek, 2004) and allows us to predict the outcome of a variable that 
only takes values of 0 or 1, such as our dependent variable, which takes the value 1 if 
the entrepreneur expects to hire new employees in the next five years, and zero in case 
of no firm growth or job losses.

These models are focused on the determinants of the probability p of the occurrence 
of an outcome, rather than the alternative outcome of its occurrence with a probability 
of 1-p. Thus the response probability of interest is:

where x denotes all the independent variables and p is modeled as a function of the 
independent variables xk . The binary response model is specified as follows:

y =

{
1 with probability p

0 with probability 1 − p

pi = Pr(y = 1|x) = Pr(y = 1|x1, x2,… , xk)

Table 2   Sample composition

Year Total Sample Sex Age

Men Women 18–24 25–34 35–44 45–54 55–64

2020 26,075 12,987 13,088 2,687 4,560 6,507 6,561 5,760
2019 23,307 11,693 11,607 2,364 4,088 5,900 5,863 5,085
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where F(.) is a parametric function specific to xi ′� . The non-linear function ensures 
that the estimated response probabilities are strictly between zero and one.

The econometric analysis is supported by a binary logit model, where F(.) is 
specified as the logistic function:

which is the cumulative distribution function (CDF) of the logistic distribution, 
where F(∙) → 0 as 

(
xi

��
)
→ −∞ , F(∙) → 1 as ( xi ��) → +∞.

Results

Table 3 presents the results of the estimations for the TEA and established entrepre-
neurs for 2019 and 2020. There are variables that have no value for the 2019 estima-
tions because they have been included in the questionnaire as a consequence of the 
COVID-19 pandemic.

Differences between TEA and established entrepreneurs

The results of the analysis evidence that, during the first year of the COVID-19 
epidemic in Spain (2020), the effect of entrepreneurs’ motivations on firms’ growth 
changed compared to the previous year. In 2019, the pull motivation of creating a 
difference in the world (challenge motivation) was the most relevant explanation 
of entrepreneurs’ expectation of the growth of firms in the first stage of the pro-
cess (TEA) in terms of hiring new employees (proactive entrepreneurial behavior). 
This is consistent with the findings of Amit et al. (2001). As a result of the change 
in institutional conditions caused by the COVID-19 epidemic in Spain, only those 
TEA entrepreneurs motivated by high income or wealth (economic motivation) 

pi = Pr(y = 1|x)
= F(�0 + �1xgender + �2xculture support

+ �3xabilities + �4xMTPS

+ �5xgood career choice + �6xmake a difference

+ �7xbuild great wealth + �8xcontinue a family tradition

+ �9xjobs are scarce + �10xknow entrepreneurs

+ �11xbusiness closures + �12xbusiness openings

+ �13xinnovation + �14xemployees

+ �15x stopped activity + �16xdifficulty to grow

+ �17xbusiness age + �18x new opportunities + �19xfear to fail ) = F
(
x�
i
�
)

F
(
x�
i
�
)
=

ex��(
1 + ex��

) =
⋀(

x��
)
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expected to hire new employees in the short term. In the case of entrepreneurs 
involved in the consolidating phase of the entrepreneurial process (more than 
three years paying salaries), those entrepreneurs with pull motivations (challenge 
and economic motivations) were more likely to hire new employees in the next six 
months, while those motivated to maintain a familiar business (push motivation) 
did not expect to grow during the crisis period. This result shows a change of per-
spective from previous years. Hypothesis 1 (H1: Pull entrepreneurial motivations 
are positively related to firms’ growth expectations in periods of uncertainty) and 
Hypothesis 3 (H3: The effect of entrepreneurial motivations is higher in the consol-
idating phase of the entrepreneurial process than in the initial phase of firms’ crea-
tion in periods of uncertainty) are supported for Spanish entrepreneurs involved in 
the consolidating phase of the entrepreneurial process. The results are aligned with 
those of Shane et  al. (2003), Van Gelderen et  al. (2006), and Van Gelderen and 
Jansen (2006). However, H1 is only partially supported in the initial (TEA) phase 
of the entrepreneurial process, where growth expectations are only connected to 
the economic motivation of the entrepreneur. This result is consistent with Benzing  
et  al. (2009), who evidenced that economic motivation is the main reason for 
growth decisions in uncertainty periods.

Hypothesis 2 (H2: Push entrepreneurial motivations are negatively related to 
firms’ growth expectations in periods of uncertainty) is not supported in the TEA 
phase of the entrepreneurial process, with significant evidence. This result can be 
explained by the characteristics of firms created by entrepreneurs with push motiva-
tions—family and micro businesses involved in primary commercial services, which 
were mostly considered essential for Spanish government (Neira et  al., 2021). In 
this sense, these entrepreneurs were less affected by the shutdown ordered in 2020, 
so their growth expectations were not significantly related to the situation of uncer-
tainty. Regarding the effect of the knowledge coming from entrepreneurial role 
models, the results show how having knowledge about other entrepreneurs in their 
local area reinforced the growth expectations of TEA entrepreneurs in 2019, but not 
during the coronavirus year (2020). Despite the fact that having social role mod-
els is often considered a significant variable to explain new firms’ growth, and we 
expected that knowledge of social role models would allow entrepreneurs to advance 
their strategy and improve their management skills (Ferreira et al., 2019), it was not 
found that knowing people who started new firms or closed their business due to 
the coronavirus epidemic had a significant effect on entrepreneurs’ belief that their 
firms would grow in the future. Meeting other entrepreneurs might have a positive 
and significant effect in non-COVID years, but in an atypical year such as 2020, 
it is not a factor that helped entrepreneurs to have a more promising strategy, at 
least for individuals in the early stage of the entrepreneurial process (for less than 
42 months). For the more experienced entrepreneurs involved in the consolidating 
phase of the process, the knowledge coming from entrepreneurial role models main-
tained their importance even in the time of crisis. These results are consistent with 
those of Bosma et al. (2012), Kacperczyk (2013), and Wyrwich et al. (2019). This 
means that entrepreneurial role models are relevant to explain entrepreneurs’ growth 
expectations, although the effect changes depending on the stage of the entrepre-
neurial process. The results provide evidence to support Hypothesis 5 (H5: Having 
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role models is positively related to entrepreneurs’ expectations of firm growth in 
periods of uncertainty), but fail to support Hypothesis 6 (H6: The effect of role mod-
els is higher in the initial phase of the entrepreneurial process than in the consoli-
dating phase in periods of uncertainty).These findings evidence that entrepreneurs 
need time and experience to understand the reasons for the success or failure of their 
peers in order to be influenced by their behavior, and to build strategic alliances to 
support their businesses’ growth.

Finally, the results show that, regarding control variables, the effect of the age 
of entrepreneurship was negative. As Evans (1987) pointed out, business age is one 
of the most relevant factors in determining the dynamics of companies, given that 
it increases the survival of the business, but decreases its capacity for growth at a 
diminishing rate. The effect of the number of employees on expected growth for 
TEA entrepreneurs in 2020 showed a positive significant difference in contrast to 
the established ones, in line with the results obtained by Cliff (1998), who stated 
that, after a certain number of employees, entrepreneurs decide to stop growing 
or to grow at slower pace. While innovation has a positive and significant effect 
on growth expectations in a non-COVID year (2019), in a crisis year such as 2020 
this effect changes. For entrepreneurs involved in the TEA stage of the process, the 
effect is not significant, while for entrepreneurs involved in the established stage, the 
effect is significant, but smaller than in a non-COVID year. This result is connected 
with the findings of Caloghirou et al. (2020) on the growth behavior of innovative 
firms during the Greek crisis.

Differences between men and women

Table 4 presents the results of the estimations for men and women in the TEA phase 
of the entrepreneurial process for 2019.

Table 5 shows the results of the estimations for the established initiatives for men 
and women in 2020.

The results only show a slight difference in the effect of pull motivations (eco-
nomic and challenge) for TEA entrepreneurs. In 2019, challenge motivations were 
relevant for women, while in 2020 economic motivation was relevant just for men. 
Push motivations (familiar, labor necessity) were not significant in explaining the 
entrepreneurs’ growth expectations, regardless of the sex. These results nuance 
those obtained by Cassar (2007), who found a direct relationship between economic 
motivation and growth but a negative one between entrepreneurs’ preference for 
independence and their growth expectations.

Going into the differences between men and women, in 2019 (pre-pandemic) and 
2020 (pandemic), the novelty is the absence of differences. In these years, women 
were not distinguished from men in having push instead of pull motivations. These 
results change the trend of previous years, reflected in the studies by Langowitz and 
Minniti (2007), Morris et al. (2006), Neira et al. (2013), or Orser and Hogarth-Scott 
(2002). In this sense, the different weight of push over pull motivations does not 
explain the differences between men and women, even in times of uncertainty. This 
finding should be studied in comparison with other countries with different levels 
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of income. The results obtained by Elam et al. (2021) evidence that the differences 
in motivations between men and women change in low-middle income compared to 
high-income countries.

In contrast, considering the stage of the entrepreneurial process, women involved 
in the consolidating stage of the entrepreneurial process continue to be more con-
servative than men in order to develop a growth strategy for their firms, as shown 
in Table 3. Hypothesis 4 (H4: The effect of entrepreneurial motivations on firms’ 
growth expectations differs between men and women in periods of uncertainty) 
is only supported for established entrepreneurs. We can explain these results tak-
ing into account the sectoral composition of the sample of firms led by men in the 
established stage of the entrepreneurial process. These firms, more than those led by 
women, are involved in industries considered essential by the Spanish government 
during the shutdown, so they were less affected by the uncertainty of the health cri-
sis (Neira et al., 2021).

Regarding the effect of the knowledge coming from role models on firms’ growth 
expectations, knowing other entrepreneurs is only positively related to the growth 
expectations of women involved in the TEA stage of the process in 2020, in line with 
the results of Noguera et al. (2013) and Orser and Hogarth-Scott (2002). The exist-
ence of entrepreneurial role models helps to explain entrepreneurs’ different growth 
expectations. In the consolidating phase of the entrepreneurial process, role models 
are positively related to women’s growth expectations in 2019 and to men’s growth 
expectations in 2020. The results also show significant differences between men and 
women in the effect of culture support on growth expectations in years of uncertainty, 
as can be seen in North (2005), generating a positive feedback loop between the 
existence of role models, culture support, and expectations of firms’ growth (Estrin & 
Mickiewicz, 2012; Hafer & Jones, 2015). Thus, we find evidence to support Hypoth-
esis 7 (the effect of role models on firms’ growth expectations differs between men 
and women in periods of uncertainty), although further research is necessary to find 
more conclusive evidence. Certainly, these preliminary results show that something 
is changing in the effect of civil society on men and women’s perspectives.

Discussion

This study provides new evidence of the influence on entrepreneurs’ growth strategy 
for new firms of entrepreneurial motivations and the effect on potential entrepre-
neurs of their role models, considering the differences between men and women and 
at different stages of the entrepreneurial process.

As a consequence of the COVID-19 epidemic in Spain, in the early stage of firms’ 
creation entrepreneurs only take into consideration the economic projections of their 
new firms in order to take the risk of hiring employees, as found by Shane et  al. 
(2003), Van Gelderen et al. (2006), Van Gelderen and Jansen (2006). According to 
the concept of domain attitudes defined by Davidsson (1995), the entrepreneurial 
attitude is conditioned by the expected payoffs of the business and by the social con-
tribution of the activity. Uncertainty makes entrepreneurs less idealistic, less ambi-
tious, and more conservative, increasing the perception of how their behavior can 
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influence the firm’s results, reducing their fear of failure (Ajzen, 1991), and pushing 
the social contribution into the background. However, when new firms are consoli-
dating, the pull motivation of challenge (social contribution) becomes relevant for 
entrepreneurs. Just for experienced entrepreneurs, uncertainty conditions ambition 
based on challenge motivations. Moreover, the effect of this motivation on firms’ 
growth expectations could be even higher in uncertainty periods, when new mar-
ket opportunities arise (Narula, 2020). These results are connected with previous 
research on ambitious entrepreneurship, reinforcing the effect of the attitude (need 
for achievement) and the belief in having capacity (perceived feasibility) of estab-
lished entrepreneurs on their having higher goals for their firms and making greater 
efforts to achieve them (Bosma et al., 2012). While in the early stage of the entrepre-
neurial process the lack of experience of entrepreneurs focuses on the need for eco-
nomic returns (Benzing et al., 2009) to support the survival of such a new business, 
in the established stage of the process entrepreneurs seem to prioritize the challenge 
of taking advantage of new opportunities, even at the risk of losing control, by hir-
ing new employees in uncertain times.

The effect on entrepreneurs of the social knowledge coming from civil society 
(social perception of role models) also changes in periods of uncertainty, results that 
are consistent with Kacperczyk (2013) and Wyrwich et al. (2019). Only experienced 
entrepreneurs involved in the consolidating stage of the process continue to trust in 
peers’ behavior to guide entrepreneurial decisions when there is no guide to know 
how the firm will perform. Because of this, unlike those founders involved in the 
early stage of the entrepreneurial process, experienced entrepreneurs can distinguish 
the best practices even in completely new environments such as those caused by the 
pandemic. In this sense, it is more likely that technological opportunities that arose 
during 2020 were fulfilled by established entrepreneurs than by new ones.

The perception of a culture supportive to entrepreneurship increases men’s growth 
expectations, although this social factor is not significant in the case of women. The 
belief in having a supportive context pushes the entrepreneurial ambition of men 
and leads them to be more proactive in taking advantage of the opportunities aris-
ing from a changing environment. Again, women show a more conservative profile 
than men due to their lower perceptions of the potential support of contextual factors 
(role models, culture), which undermines the positive feedback loop described by 
Estrin and Mickiewicz (2012) and Hafer and Jones (2015).

To some extent, uncertainty kills the ambition of unexperienced entrepreneurs, 
reinforcing the need for immediate economic viability to justify investments in the 
firm’s growth (Bosma et al., 2012). However, uncertainty can be a good opportunity 
for the growth of experienced entrepreneurs’ firms if they are able to maintain pull 
motivations and take advantage of other role models to learn how to fulfill new mar-
ket needs with innovative solutions.

Finally, women could lose the growth opportunities arising from the pandemic if 
they do not manage the trait of fear of failure and trust more in their own capacities 
and the social knowledge provided by their reference group. In this sense, in line 
with the findings of Field et al. (2010), the different belief systems may be respon-
sible for the differences between men and women in facing the challenge of a new 
business environment.
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Conclusion and implications

This work helps better to understand entrepreneurial behavior in periods of uncer-
tainty from the approach of institutional theory and reinforces the importance of 
cognitive factors and belief systems of entrepreneurs.

The change in life and professional conditions of 2020 radically affected entre-
preneurs. Although other studies have already evidenced this (Fabeil et  al., 2020; 
Manolova et al., 2020), this work identified a change in the effect of entrepreneurial 
motivations and the influence of social models on entrepreneurs’ expectations for 
firms’ growth in a sample of more than 20,000 people. Only a radical situation of 
uncertainty could achieve such a change in people’s minds.

Motivations are determining factors of growth expectations in terms of increas-
ing the number of employees, which is a long-term engagement of the entrepreneurs 
with the firm. However, this effect is complex. Push motivations related to family 
firm continuity or labor necessity are not clearly connected with growth behaviors. 
Among pull motivations, only economic expectations were considered by early 
entrepreneurs during 2020. The pandemic context slowed down the ambition of 
these entrepreneurs, probably reducing their opportunities for survival in the future. 
In contrast, for established entrepreneurs, the maintenance of pull motivations based 
on challenge expectations allowed them to take advantage of their social knowledge 
in order to align their attitudes, social perceptions, and perceived feasibility, and 
have more opportunities for growth in the future. Researchers should continue to 
study the changes in motivations and social perceptions in relation to entrepreneurs’ 
expectations in order to confirm whether this is only transitory or a change in the 
trend of entrepreneurs’ strategic actions.

Because most of the sample is formed by firms with fewer than five employees 
involved in the service industry, which is a good representation of the entrepreneur-
ial profile of Spanish firms, the findings cannot be directly extrapolated to all coun-
tries. Future research focusing on collecting new evidence in post-pandemic years 
and from other economies could help better to understand the behavioral changes 
produced by drastic changes in the environment. Such new evidence could anticipate 
the effect of uncertainty on entrepreneurs’ expectations and so support new policies 
to deal with the new opportunities that radical changes provide, taking advantage of 
social role models in civil society and advancing the change of trend in the differ-
ences between men and women.

This analysis shows that inexperienced entrepreneurs and women need more 
information from environmental institutions (networks, social norms, culture) in 
order to change their belief systems and be more proactive in their growth strategies. 
A stable environmental and legal framework that allows them to know the labor, tax, 
and incentive systems of the industry in which their business are involved is essen-
tial for this behavior. The unplanned change of policies in 2020 not only had direct 
costs related to the shutdown, but also halted the growth decisions of these entre-
preneurs. Future research could study the effect of men’s and women’s motivations 
and role models in other countries with different levels of incomes, in line with the 
previous evidence obtained by Elam et al. (2021).
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This study is also limited in time (2019–2020) to understand clearly the effect of 
the institutional change on the entrepreneurs’ growth expectations. In the coming 
years, new data about the consequences of the change for formal and informal insti-
tutions will arise, and this will be a good opportunity to research this effect in new 
firms belonging to different industries (more or less employment intensive) and to 
understand potential differences between non-family firms and family firms, where 
previous research has evidenced that motivation is a limiting factor for growth.

This study aims to contribute to the open discussion about entrepreneurial sys-
tems that connect entrepreneurial motivations and role models from civil society 
from an institutional perspective in order to facilitate proactive strategies that allow 
entrepreneurs to grow in the future.
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