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research. Editors and reviewers share a respon-
sibility with authors in ensuring that this does
not happen. The entry of scholars from other
disciplines into the field of entrepreneurship
can enrich the quality of future research. Erect-
ing barriers to entry can only stifle innovative
thinking and the development of the field of
entrepreneurship (Barney, 1990).
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A Comment on Developing the Field of
Entrepreneurship Through the Study of
Opportunity Recognition and Exploitation

As Shane and Venkataraman (2000) point out,
entrepreneurship research has been criticized in
the past as having breadth but little depth. In
much of the extant research, scholars have
drawn from theories and frameworks from other
fields, such as economics, psychology, market-
ing, and strategy; however, without clear bound-
aries and/or unique variables, entrepreneurship
cannot develop into a separate field. Shane and
Venkataraman (2000) go on to make a compel-
ling argument that entrepreneurial opportunity
recognition and exploitation are constructs that
fall squarely within the unique domain of entre-
preneurship and should be the focus of research
in the field. While I agree with the thrust of the
paper, I continue to ponder a critical question:
What are entrepreneurial opportunities?

The authors use Casson's (1982) definition of
entrepreneurial opportunities as “those situa-
tions in which new goods, services, raw materi-
als, and organizing methods can be introduced
and sold at greater than their cost of production”
(2000: 220). By definition, this requires that entre-
preneurial opportunities generate profit. This
puts researchers in a precarious position when
examining the most lucrative entrepreneurial
opportunities in the marketplace today: internet
startups. Many of these businesses turn their
founders into millionaires while losing signifi-
cant amounts of money. For those firms that
never turn a profit, if we are to use the above
definition, we must assume that no opportunity
existed for the founding entrepreneurs.

Detinitions of entrepreneurial opportunities
within the literature should be scrutinized. For
example, Timmons argues that an opportunity
"has the qualities of being attractive, durable,
and timely and is anchored in a product or ser-
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vice which creates or adds value for its buyer or
end user” (1994: 87). The very use of the terms
attractive, durable, timely, and window of op-
portunity can only be applied post hoc, atter the
first movers (1) have developed a market and
there is some data to support future opportuni-
ties or (2) have become successful. To illustrate
the problem for entrepreneurship researchers, it
is unclear how the prefounding concept for Fed-
eral Express (now FedEx) would {it into the
above definitions of opportunity. Before Fred
Smith founded FedEx, executives at UPS, Emery
Air Freight, and the U.S. Postal Service had con-
sidered the idea but had rejected it because they
perceived no market need for the service (Col-
lins & Lazier, 1992). In fact, Smith recognized an
opportunity and wrote a business plan as an
MBA class paper. He received a C in the class
because his professor felt it was not feasible,
although the plan was well written. His profes-
sor and potential competitors determined that
Smith’s idea was not an opportunity; today,
however, we know that it was a great opportu-
nity.

For opportunity to exist and be a construct
capable of examination, it must be identifiable
before the venture is founded and success
gained. For any type of predictive theoretical
model or longitudinal study, entrepreneurship
researchers cannot rely on 20/20 hindsight to
discuss entrepreneurial opportunities post hoc.
The use of retrospective case studies or archival
data for empirical studies of entrepreneurship
over time is problematic, because bias can re-
sult when outcomes are known. The problem
with current conceptions of opportunity is that
other constructs and confounding variables are
intertwined with the opportunity construct (e.g.,
success, profitability, resources controlled). Re-
searchers should not limit study to what they
perceive to be “good” opportunities, because the
entrepreneur's perceived reality of what consti-
tutes an opportunity may be difficult to assess,
particularly with respect to highly innovative
new venture concepts. In such cases there is no
direct historical data from which to make finan-
cial projections or to estimate potential market
size, because the market has not been estab-
lished. This makes it difficult to evaluate the
economic potential for such opportunities.

A related issue that needs to be raised is
Shane and Venkataraman's (2000) discussion of
entrepreneurial profit and loss. Once again re-

ferring to Casson (1982), the authors point out
that when entrepreneurial opportunities are, in
fact, opportunities and not incorrect conjecture,
and they are acted upon, the entrepreneur will
achieve a profit. If the conjecture is incorrect
(i.e., the conjecture is not an entrepreneurial op-
portunity), there will be a loss. The authors also
cite literature that suggests that most new firms
fail because of overoptimism on the part of en-
trepreneurs with respect to their opportunities.
While a would-be entrepreneur’'s perceived op-
portunity might not truly be an entrepreneurial
opportunity, the authors fail to address the situ-
ation in which the conjecture could be correct
but not acted upon correctly. Drucker (1985)
points out that failures are rarely associated
with opportunities and that researchers must
recognize many firm failures occur indepen-
dently of opportunity. Many failures are simply
mistakes resulting from "greed, stupidity,
thoughtless bandwagon-climbing, or incompe-
tence whether in design or execution” (1985: 46).
A researcher might be tempted to dismiss the
idea as not being an opportunity when, in real-
ity, other factors may have caused the failure.
The classic question with respect to entrepre-
neurship research has been “Who is an entre-
preneur?” It could now be replaced with "What
is an entrepreneurial opportunity?” My own
view is that an entrepreneurial opportunity
should be defined as a feasible, profit-seeking,
potential venture that provides an innovative
new product or service to the market, improves
on an existing product/service, or imitates a
profitable product/service in a less-than-satu-
rated market (Singh, 2000). This definition is pur-
posely broad and can be applied to entrepre-
neurial opportunities based on incremental
market improvements, those that are highly in-
novative and create new markets, and every-
thing in between. Being feasible means that the
potential venture is possible (i.e., does not break
the laws of physics), and the term profit-seeking
allows us to define an entrepreneurial opportu-
nity prior to venture founding and profitability.
To conclude, my purpose here is not to criticize
Shane and Venkataraman but to bring attention
to the serious definitional issues that remain
with respect to entrepreneurial opportunities.
Entrepreneurship scholars should debate the
qualities of entrepreneurial opportunities and
propose definitional frameworks; however, this
debate could continue for years, just as the
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“Who is an entrepreneur?” debate has. In order
to move research forward, and until a clear con-
sensus has been established on the definition of
entrepreneurial opportunities, researchers must
carefully define opportunity within their studies.
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"The Promise of Entrepreneurship As a Field
of Research”: A Few Comments and Some
Suggested Extensions

Shane and Venkataraman (2000) define entre-
preneurship as the examination of how, by
whom, and with what effects opportunities to
create future goods and services are discovered,
evaluated, and exploited. The authors develop a
solid framework for analyzing perhaps the most
important dimension of entrepreneurship. How-
ever, [ must agree with Hornaday's (1992) state-
ment that entrepreneurship cannot be described
using only one dimension. I feel compelled,
therefore, to add two additional dimensions
that, in concert with the authors’ dimension,
would capture the very nature of entrepreneur-
ship.

For example, Hornaday pinpoints that entre-
preneurship is best understood as residing
within a conceptual space bounded by three
dimensions. He conceptualizes economic inno-
vation, organization creation, and profit seek-
ing in the market sector as the core dimen-
sions of entrepreneurship. These are basically
the what, how, and where of entrepreneurship.
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However, I agree with the authors that entre-
preneurship, in fact, does not require organi-
zation creation. The two other dimensions are
nonetheless embedded in the authors’ concep-
tualization.

I like the way Stevenson and Jarillo (1990) re-
gard entrepreneurship. They consider it a be-
havioral phenomenon and an approach to man-
agement. They define entrepreneurship as "“a
process by which individuals—either on their
own or inside organizations—pursue opportuni-
ties without regard to the resources they cur-
rently control” (1990: 23) and also distinguish
between the why, what, and how. This concep-
tualization is in congruence with the proposal
forwarded by Shane and Venkataraman. Never-
theless, the process and the resource dimensions
referred to in the above definition, and also re-
ferred to by Shane and Venkataraman, are also
a crucial part of entrepreneurship. Hence, a min-
imum of three dimensions captures the very na-
ture of entrepreneurship. Nonetheless, the op-
portunity dimension is by far the most important
one.

I would suggest a three-dimensional frame-
work. The opportunity dimension and all its in-
gredients could be pictured along the X axis.
The Y axis could represent a dimension includ-
ing the literature on motivation, intention, goal
setting, and commitment. For example, McClel-
land'’s (1961) seminal work on achievement mo-
tivation would rightfully {it into this axis. Like-
wise, Schumpeter's (1936) innovation or
Casson'’s (1982) coordination of scarce resources
could be pictured along the Z axis. The latter
dimension could also be seen as a broker-
trustee continuum.

Is it not the complementary eifects of these
three dimensions that constitute entrepreneur-
ship? Is not the complimentary capacity to rec-
ognize opportunities, to coordinate (and com-
bine) scarce resources, and to see ventures
through to fruition at the very heart of entrepre-
neurship?

Not only would such a framework provide a
useful tool for the analysis of entrepreneurial
potential (and potential entrepreneurs), but it
would also facilitate the development of tools to
enhance individuals', teams’, and/or organiza-
tions' complementary wealth creation capaci-
ties—their entrepreneurial capability or entre-
preneurial capital, so to speak.
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