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Overconfidence and unfounded optimism among uni-
versity students have been documented across various 

disciplines (Bell & Volckmann, 2011; Koku & Qureshi, 2004; 
Haynes et al., 2006; Nowell & Alston, 2007; Svanum & Bigatti, 
2006) but only to a limited extent in management education 
(Grimes, 2002; Grimes, Millea & Woodruff, 2004; Nolan & 
Provost, 2009), with a focus on entrepreneurship education 
still lacking. Overconfidence and unfounded optimism among 
entrepreneurship students merits further research attention 
given the important role that both play in the business startup 
decision making process (Griffin & Tversky, 1992; Forbes, 
2005; Hoffrage, 2004; Trevelyan, 2008; Weinstein, 1980). 
Optimism is regarded as a personality trait and is linked to 
positive outcomes in health, stress, and coping (Brissette et 
al., 2002). It can be an important determinant in the decision 
to give up or persist (Luthans, Avey & Patera, 2008; Peterson, 

2000). Optimism, however, may be problematic when positive 
expectations do not correspond with objective reality (Haynes 
et al., 2006). Overconfidence, which is a cognitive bias, is 
defined as an individual’s tendency to overestimate ability 
and probability of gaining positive outcomes (Cheng, 2007). 
It describes decision makers’ tendency to unwittingly give 
excessive weight to the assessment of knowledge and accuracy 
of information they possess as well as an unwarranted belief 
in the accuracy of their judgments (Lichtenstein & Fischhoff, 
1977). Cheng (2007) suggests that overconfident behavior is 
a common characteristic found in humans and often a result 
of individual tendency to seek confirmatory evidence while 
ignoring contradictory information.

In this paper, we assess students’ overconfidence in 
underestimating the importance of barriers to entrepre-
neurship and optimism in overestimating the importance of 

RÉSUMÉ
Si une carrière entrepreneuriale requiert 
un certain niveau d’optimisme et de 
confiance, l’excès de ceux-ci peut nuire 
au succès entrepreneurial. En comparant 
leurs perceptions à celles de leurs profes-
seurs, nous analysons dans quelle mesure 
les étudiants sont plus optimistes quant aux 
bénéfices attendus d’une carrière entrepre-
neuriale et trop confiants par rapport aux 
barrières à l’entrepreneuriat. Nos résultats 
montrent que les étudiants sont plus opti-
mistes, mais pas plus confiants, que leurs 
professeurs. Finalement, les étudiants plus 
optimistes et plus confiants ont une dispo-
sition et une intention entrepreneuriales 
plus importante que les autres.
Mots clés  : Intention entrepreneuriale, opti-
misme, excès de confiance

ABSTRACT
While an entrepreneurial career requires 
some level of optimism and confidence, 
unfounded optimism and overconfidence 
can be detrimental to entrepreneurial suc-
cess. By comparing student and faculty 
perceptual differences, we assess whether 
university students are overly optimistic 
regarding the outcomes they expect from 
an entrepreneurial career as well as over-
confident in their perceptions of barriers 
to entrepreneurship. Findings suggest 
that, overall, students are more optimis-
tic but not more confident than faculty. 
Also, students who are more optimistic 
and more confident than their faculty, also 
perceive themselves to be more entrepre-
neurial and have stronger entrepreneurial 
intentions than their peers.
Keywords: Entrepreneurial intentions, opti-
mism, overconfidence

RESUMEN
Si una carrera empresarial exige un cierto 
nivel de optimismo y de confianza, un 
exceso de optimismo y de confianza  puede 
ser perjudicial para el éxito empresarial. 
Comparando las percepciones a las de sus 
profesores, analizaremos en qué medida 
los estudiantes son más optimistas sobre 
los beneficios que esperan de una car-
rera empresarial y demasiado confiados 
con respecto a las barreras a la actividad 
empresarial. Nuestros resultados demues-
tran que los estudiantes son más optimis-
tas, pero no tienen más confianza que sus 
profesores. Finalmente, los estudiantes más 
optimistas y con más confianza tienen una 
disposición empresarial más importantes 
que los otros.
Palabras Claves: Intención empresarial, 
optimismo, exceso de confianza
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positive outcomes that they expect to gain from an entrepre-
neurial career, as compared to faculty perceptions. We fur-
ther examine the impact students’ perceptions have on their 
entrepreneurial disposition and intentions. Doing so, will 
allow us to assess whether unfounded optimism and over-
confidence are prevalent among entrepreneurship students 
and whether there is a need for entrepreneurship educators 
to harness students’ optimism and confidence. This could 
possibly help educators lower the number of early start-up 
failures by cooling their students’ ardors. The paper will be 
organized as follows: We begin with a review of the relevant 
literature on overconfidence and optimism, continue by 
describing the sample and methodology used, present and 
discuss our findings, list the study’s limitations and conclude 
by presenting the implications for research and practice.

Student Optimism and Overconfidence
Saunders, Nolan and Provost (2009) studied optimism 
among Australian undergraduate business students, finding 
that students who fail might be overly optimistic about their 
ability to perform academically. Svanum and Bigatti (2006) 
also found considerable grade optimism among the majority 
(70%) of their U.S. based university student sample. Similarly, 
Haynes et al. (2006) identified high levels of optimism among 
high school graduates regarding their potential to succeed in 
college which was “problematic in terms of academic-related 
cognitions and achievement” (p. 722) when these students 
actually completed their first year in college. Overconfidence 
has also been the focus of several investigations (Bell & 
Volckmann, 2011; Koku & Qureshi, 2004; Miller & Geraci, 
2011; Nowell & Alston, 2007; Trevelyan, 2008) suggesting 
that people in general, and students in particular, tend to 
over-estimate their abilities. Indeed, Bergman, Westerman 
and Daly (2010) indicate that U.S. college students are likely 
to have an inflated sense of self. Similarly, Nowell and Alston 
(2007) find that among economics university students, those 
with lower GPAs and those enrolled in lower division classes 
tended to exhibit overconfidence compared to their peers. 
Others (Grimes, 2002; Grimes, Millea & Woodruff, 2004) 
also identified such tendencies among students in principles 
of economics courses who exhibited a pervasive degree of 
overconfidence regarding the grades they expected to receive 
on exams. Over-confidence was also identified among chem-
istry students (Bell & Volckmann, 2011). Koku and Qureshi 
(2004) found that “high performing students are… bet-
ter calibrated and exhibit lower levels of overconfidence” 
(p. 223) compared to low-performing students.

In this paper, we wish to examine whether students’ 
optimism regarding academic performance, as identified in 
past studies, also exists in their career related expectations. 
More specifically, we question whether students’ general ten-
dency to be overconfident and optimistic also shapes their 
perceptions of barriers to an entrepreneurial career and 
outcomes associated with such a career. We assess students’ 
optimism and overconfidence by comparing their percep-
tions to those of their faculty. Given that, in the academic 
setting, faculty members are responsible for grading, we use 

faculty perceptions as the base point against which we com-
pare student perceptions. In addition, given Sitzmann et al.’s 
(2010) findings showing a weak relationship between self-
assessment of knowledge and actual knowledge, suggesting 
that “self-assessed knowledge is generally more useful as an 
indicator of how learners feel about a course than as an indi-
cator of how much they learned from it” (p. 180), we felt that 
faculty evaluation would be a more valid base of comparison 
rather than students’ self-evaluations. Indeed, significant 
perceptual and attitudinal differences between students and 
faculty have been identified (Payne & Holmer, 1998; Wood, 
2006) and are discussed in the following section.

Generational differences between students and faculty 
have been identified in communication style, preference for 
using communication technology (Perlmutter, 2011), prefer-
ence for technology use in the classroom (Wright & Abell, 
2011) and in students’ preference for multitasking and active 
learning (such as learning in work groups and simulations vs. 
lectures) (Pardue & Morgan, 2008). Some also examine this 
gap in relation to career performance. For example, Twenge 
(2009) points to the generational gap between today’s stu-
dents and their professors. His discussion focuses on medical 
education, where, he suggests “it is vital that faculty…temper 
overconfidence and excessive risk-taking” (p. 402). Twenge 
(2009) adds that for students born in the 1990s, also known 
as “Generation Me,…overconfidence …may need to be tem-
pered” (p. 398). While it is beyond the scope of our study, 
some research findings report that narcissism is increasing 
among university students, especially in the U.S. (Twenge 
et al., 2008). Narcissism, a sub-clinical personality trait, 
describes individuals who have an inflated sense of self, high 
self-esteem and a high sense of entitlement, beyond what 
would be considered a “realistic assessment and acceptance 
of one’s strengths and weaknesses” (Bergman, Westerman & 
Daly, 2010, p. 119). This personality trait may have implica-
tions for entrepreneurial behavior as Mathieu and St. Jean 
(2013) find a link between narcissism and entrepreneurial 
intentions and Campbell, Goodie and Foster (2004) find that 
narcissism is related to overconfidence and risk acceptance.

Given students’ tendency to be overly optimistic and 
confident regarding their academic performance, we would 
expect these same attitudes to apply to career expectations 
as well. Namely, we believe that students may be overconfi-
dent in under-evaluating the importance of certain barriers 
to an entrepreneurial career, such as lack of competence or 
assistance. Students may also be overly optimistic in evaluat-
ing the importance of positive outcomes associated with this 
career, such as becoming financially independent by build-
ing personal wealth. Research evidence suggests that some of 
these outcome expectations may be unrealistic. In fact, “long 
hours, heavy [work] load and constant stress” (Roberts, 1997, 
p. 15), as well as challenges in balancing work and family 
(Shelton, Danes & Eisenman, 2008) are common concerns 
for entrepreneurs. Furthermore, many entrepreneurs are 
burdened with the “financial risks associated with self-
employment… less job security… fewer fringe benefits… no 
health care insurance… and greater vulnerability of small 
business to market shifts and macroeconomic downturns” 
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(Feldman & Bolino, 2000, p. 63). Finally, reports from the 
Bureau of Labor statistics indicate that about 34% of small 
businesses in the U.S. are no longer in existence within the 
first two years and 56% within the first four years (Knaup, 
2005). Indeed, Theng and Boon (1996) show that the main 
reasons for failing are endogenous to the firm and have to do 
with the entrepreneurs’ lack of financial/managerial knowl-
edge and skills. These findings speak to the importance of 
keeping students’ expectations regarding career outcomes 
and possible barriers in check. Given research evidence on 
students’ optimism and overconfidence, we propose that: 

H1: Students will rank positive outcomes as more impor-
tant and barriers as less important compared to faculty 
rankings.

Optimism and Overconfidence  
among Entrepreneurs

Optimism and overconfidence have been identified as com-
mon traits among entrepreneurs (Bernardo & Welch, 2001; 
Griffin & Tversky, 1992; Forbes, 2005; Hoffrage, 2004; 
Hmieleski & Baron, 2008; Trevelyan, 2008; Weinstein, 1980). 
Optimism has been shown to promote persistence (Seligman 
& Shulman, 1986), creativity (Li & Wu, 2011), commitment 
(McColl-Kennedy & Anderson, 2005), and an ability to influ-
ence others to commit to the venture (Ottsen & Gronhaug, 
2005). Trevelyan (2008) argues that both optimism and 
overconfidence are beneficial when deciding to become an 
entrepreneur because entrepreneurs “downplay uncertainty 
or setbacks and focus on what is good in a situation” (p. 988), 
further pointing out that optimistic entrepreneurs are more 
likely to pursue entrepreneurial activities and persist in the 
face of obstacles. Others (Camerer & Lovallo, 1999; Simon 
& Houghton, 2003) also consider overconfidence and its 
impact on business and new product entry decisions respec-
tively, identifying a positive correlation between overcon-
fidence and a willingness to pioneer. Busenitz and Barney 
(1997) also find that overconfidence in personal ability and 
unfounded optimism for favored outcomes play a role in 
entrepreneurial entry.

While entrepreneurial activity requires a certain degree 
of confidence and motivation, it can be less effective when 
confidence is too high. High entrepreneurial confidence can 
therefore help but also harm efforts to establish and grow 
a venture because “under conditions of uncertainty, excess 
confidence in one’s knowledge and abilities leads to compla-
cency” (Trevelyan, 2011, p. 4). Several studies warn against 
the risks of overconfidence among decision makers associ-
ating it with poor decisions (Hayward & Hambrick, 1997) 
and rigidity (Audia et al., 2000). Palich and Bagby (1995) find 
that entrepreneurs have a tendency to magnify the strengths 
and opportunities and downplay the importance of threats 
and barriers to venture creation. Similarly, Griffin and 
Tversky (1992) suggest that entrepreneurs might be subject 
to overconfidence in declarative knowledge (say in relation 
to the attractiveness of their offering, customer demand or 
competitor agility), judgment of their own managerial abili-
ties, prediction of positive outcomes and ability to control 

events. This also includes an overconfidence bias in the area 
of financial decision-making as identified by Cooper et al. 
(1988). The risk of overconfidence among entrepreneurs was 
also identified by Koellinger, Minniti and Schade (2007) who, 
in their GEM-data based study covering 18 nations, found 
“a significant and negative relation between entrepreneurial 
self-confidence and survival rates of nascent entrepreneurs 
across countries. This result provides some evidence that the 
perception of entrepreneurial skills is likely to be biased by 
overconfidence” (p. 520). Hayward, Shepherd and Griffin 
(2006) warn that excess confidence in themselves and the 
business opportunity can lead entrepreneurs to overestimate 
the likelihood that their ventures will succeed. They add that 
excessively confident entrepreneurs may put less effort into 
attaining and mobilizing resources, in the belief that the 
venture does not need high levels of, for example, invest-
ment, cash, social networks, or legal protection. Trevelyan 
(2008) also found that overconfidence is harmful when mak-
ing decisions in response to setbacks. Similarly, Lowe and 
Ziedonis (2006) found that overconfident entrepreneurs con-
tinue unsuccessful development efforts for longer periods of 
time. In the same vein, Hmieleski and Baron (2009) found 
that overconfidence among founding managers can have a 
negative effect on the financial performance of their firms, 
especially if those firms operate in a dynamic environment.

Given the possible drawbacks of overconfidence and 
excess optimism, we believe it is imperative to assess whether 
these attitudes and/or dispositions affect how students and 
aspiring entrepreneurs view themselves. We expect that, in 
comparison to faculty rankings, students who (a) rank the 
positive outcomes associated with entrepreneurship as more 
important and (b) rank barriers to entrepreneurship as less 
important, will also have a stronger entrepreneurial disposi-
tion. We thus propose that: 

H2: Students who rank positive outcomes as more impor-
tant and barriers as less important compared to faculty 
rankings will perceive themselves as more entrepreneurial 
compared to their peers.

Overconfidence and unfounded optimism may also 
direct individual behaviors and therefore, have a strong 
impact on entrepreneurial intentions as well. We examine 
this relationship next.

Entrepreneurial Intentions
Social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1997) proposes that, before 
an individual initiates and pursues goal-directed tasks, he/
she invokes personal cognitive capabilities to weigh, evalu-
ate, and integrate information about personal skills relative 
to specific challenges and to form beliefs about probabilities 
of attaining success. The strength of these beliefs and cer-
tainty with which they are held are personal self-efficacy 
beliefs relative to that set of challenges (Bandura, 1997; 
Stajkovic & Luthans, 1998). In the same vein, Koellinger et 
al. (2007) add that “for decisions made under uncertainty, 
such as starting a new business, perceptions are a mediator 
between preferences and behavior, affecting perceptions of 
both probabilities and outcomes” (p. 505). An assessment 
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of one’s confidence is situation specific and applied to par-
ticular tasks (Gist & Mitchell, 1992). Indeed, entrepreneur-
ial confidence has been linked to persistence (Seligman & 
Schulamn, 1986) as well as motivation (Bandura, 1997) and 
innovation (Simon & Houghton, 2003). When entrepreneurs 
are optimistic and overconfident they have a “rose tinted 
view of the world [which] not only encourages…[them] to 
enter into markets that have yet to be proven but …also 
allows them to continue with courses of action when faced 
with setbacks” (Trevelyan, 2008, p. 988). Optimism creates 
positive expectations that can act to motivate action (Scheier, 
Carver & Bridges, 2001). Behavioral intentions can be there-
fore shaped by one’s overconfidence in estimating abilities 
to make accurate forecasts about the likelihood of success. 
Excessive optimism about the outcomes associated with 
an entrepreneurial career may also act to shape individual 
behavioral intentions. We would therefore expect that stu-
dents who, in comparison to their faculty, are optimistic and 
overconfident, will have stronger behavioral intentions and 
propose that: 

H3: Students who perceive barriers as less important and 
positive outcomes as more important compared to faculty 
perceptions will have stronger entrepreneurial intentions.

Methodology

Survey Instrument

Our sample includes 1974 students (311 American, 390 
Belgian, 320 Chinese, 366 Indian and 587 Spanish) and 405 
faculty (84 American, 10 Belgian, 23 Chinese, 72 Indian and 
216 Spanish) from a single university in each nation (U.S., 
Belgium, China, India and Spain). Data collection took place 
at the different universities over the course of a three year 
period between 2006 and 2008. Respondents included stu-
dents and faculty from various fields of study including: art, 
communication, political sciences, law, sociology, foreign 
languages, history, management, engineering, and computer 
information systems. The rationale for covering a broad 
student body, versus narrowly focusing on business majors 
only, is based on the growing trend of expanding entrepre-
neurship education beyond the walls of business schools 
(Maguire & Guyer, 2004; Mangan, 2004). Student samples 
are very common in entrepreneurship research (Liñan & 
Chen, 2009) especially given evidence that university gradu-
ates between 25 and 34 years of age show the highest propen-
sity toward starting up a firm (Reynolds et al., 2004).

Our survey instrument is based on a study carried out 
by Genescá and Veciana (1984) and replicated several times 
in Spain (Veciana et al., 2005). Their survey was designed 
based on Shapero’s (1982) model which proposes that the 
intent to start a business is derived from perceptions of both 
desirability and feasibility. Therefore, survey items assessed 
the degree to which respondents perceived entrepreneurship 
to be desirable (by assessing importance given to various 

outcomes) and feasible (by assessing importance given to 
various barriers). We used the original questionnaire devel-
oped by Veciana et al. (2005) with additional demographic 
questions. The original questionnaire was administered 
in Spanish to the students in Spain. It was translated into 
English1 (for the American, Chinese and Indian students) 
and into French (for the Belgian students). The question-
naires were back-translated into the language of origin to 
assure no loss of meaning. Questionnaires were adminis-
trated during class sessions, yielding a response rate of close 
to 100%. Using Likert scales and demographic variables, we 
measured students’ perceptions of the importance of barriers 
to business startup, importance of positive outcomes associ-
ated with an entrepreneurial career, their entrepreneurial 
disposition, as well as their entrepreneurial intentions.

Variables

To assess students’ overconfidence, we measured the impor-
tance they gave to different barriers to entrepreneurship and 
compared student ratings to faculty ratings of the same bar-
riers. To assess students’ optimism we measured the impor-
tance students gave to various positive outcomes associated 
with an entrepreneurial career and compared student rat-
ings to faculty ratings of the same motivations. Both barri-
ers and outcome expectations were measured on a five-point 
Likert asking students: “How would you rate the importance 
of the following barriers (motivators) to starting a business?” 
Responses ranged from “1” being “very unimportant” to 
“5” being “very important.” The barriers included: (1) Lack 
of entrepreneurial competence, (2) Lack of knowledge, (3) 
Lack experience in management and accounting, (4) Lack 
of assistance in assessing viability, (5) Lack of knowledge of 
business world and market, (6) Lack of assistance to entre-
preneurs, (7) Lack of formal help to start a business, and (8) 
Lack of legal assistance of counseling. The positive outcomes 
included: (1) Receive fair compensation, (2) Financial inde-
pendence, (3) Heading an organization, (4) Build personal 
wealth, (5) Managing people, and (6) Gain high social status.

Entrepreneurial disposition was measured on a seven-
point Likert scale asking the students to rank themselves 
in relation to the following statement: “Please indicate the 
degree to which you consider yourself an entrepreneur, full 
of ideas and initiative to start your own business.” Possible 
responses ranged from “1” being “not entrepreneurial at 
all” to “7” being “very entrepreneurial.” Entrepreneurial 
intentions were measured by a single item, an approach 
used in several recent publications (Díaz & Jiménez, 2010; 
Fitzsimmons & Douglas, 2005; Graevenitza, Harhoffa & 
Weberb, 2010; Veciana et al., 2005). Students were asked to 
answer the following question: “Have you ever thought of 
starting a business?” Responses were measured on a four-
point Likert scale ranging from “0” being “No, never,” to “3” 
being “Yes, I have a definite plan to start my own business.”

1.  For the Chinese students, who were taking English language classes and thus proficient in English, verbal clarifications were given when necessary during 
survey administration.
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Level of exposure to entrepreneurship education was 
assessed by asking students: “How much knowledge does 
your curriculum provide you in terms of starting your own 
business?” Responses were measured on a four-point Likert 
scale ranging from “1” being “None” to “4” being “A lot.” 
For the purposes of our analysis, the four categories were 
collapsed into a dichotomous variable. Those who selected 
“None” or “Little” were coded as “zero” and labeled as having 
little to no exposure to entrepreneurship education (NEE). 
Those who selected “Some” or “A lot” were coded as “one” 
and labeled as having moderate to high exposure to entre-
preneurship education (HEE)2.

Data Analysis

We followed a three stage procedure for our data analysis. 
First, we examined the expected outcomes and the perceived 
barriers for all students and faculty. To accomplish this, we 
applied a principal component factor analysis to expected 
outcome and barrier items. This allowed us to identify dif-
ferent groups of expected outcomes and perceived barriers 
for both the student and the faculty samples. In the second 
stage, we created four new variables: two related to student 
expected outcomes and two related to student expected bar-
riers. To create these new student variables, we calculated the 
mean value of the set of variables in each PCA factor. Next, 
we compared the students’ value variables to the faculty 
value variables to differentiate between two student groups: 
(1) students ranking positive outcomes as more important 
and barriers as less important compared to faculty and (2) 
students ranking positive outcomes as less important and 
barriers as more important compared to faculty. We used 
the faculty mean value as the discriminate value. In the last 
step, in order to confirm our set of hypothesis, we applied a 
set of t-tests.

Results
The PCA results for the motivation items (See Table 1), show 
that two factors with an eigenvalue greater than one emerged 

in each sample (student and faculty). These were labelled 
as Perceived Financial outcome and Perceived Social Status 
outcome. Both KMO and Bartlett’s tests suggest that our 
data are suitable for factor analysis. The cumulative variance 
explained by these two factors is 59.22% for the student sub-
sample, and 61.21% for the faculty sub-sample. Table 1 pre-
sents the rotated factor matrix.

The PCA results for the barrier items (See Table 2), show 
that two factors with an eigenvalue greater than one emerged 
in each sample (student and faculty). We labelled these fac-
tors as Perceived Lack of Competency and Perceived Lack 
of Support. Both KMO and Bartlett’s tests suggest that our 
data are suitable for factor analysis. The cumulative variance 
explained by these two factors is 54.41% for the Student sub-
sample, and 57.74% for the faculty sub-sample. Table 2 pre-
sents the rotated factor matrix.

As indicated in Table 3, students are, on average, signifi-
cantly more optimistic than their professors in terms of the 
financial (student mean = 3.71; faculty mean = 3.40) and 
social (student mean = 3.47; faculty mean = 3.17) outcomes 
expected to be gained through an entrepreneurial career. 
Conversely, if we compare the perceptions in terms of the 
expected barriers both in terms of competency and support, 
we see that, on average, students are less confident than their 
faculty (albeit not significantly so), ranking the barriers as 
more important than faculty did (student mean competency 
= 3.61; faculty mean competency = 3.54 and student mean 
support = 3.38; faculty mean support = 3.29).

These results offer partial support for our first hypothesis 
(H1), showing that students are more optimistic than their 
faculty in their ranking positive outcomes as significantly 
more important compared to faculty rankings thereof. 
No statistically significant difference was found, however, 
between students and faculty in rating the importance of 
barriers, indicating that, overall, students do not have a ten-
dency to be overconfident in comparison to their professors.

Once the student respondents were separated into two 
groups, those ranking higher on perceived importance of 

2.  NEE subsample includes 962 students and HEE subsample includes 1012 students

TABLE 1 
Entrepreneurship Expected Outcomes, Exploratory Factor Analysis (Varimax)*

Student sub-sample Faculty sub-sample

FACTOR ANALYSIS INDICATORS FINANCE STATUS FINANCE STATUS

Receive fair compensation .817 -.104 .654 -.038

Financial independence .649 .270 .729 .164

Heading an organization .152 .856 .244 .828

Build personal wealth .609 .374 .770 .165

Managing people .184 .820 .046 .876

Gain high social status .307 .559 .272 .691

Finance: perceived financial expected outcome; Status: perceived social status outcome.
For Students: KMO = 0.748 & Bartlett’s test p < 0.001; For Faculty: KMO = 0.702 & Bartlett’s test p < 0.001; PCA performed with SPSS 19.0
* The boldface values represent the most significant indicators for the factors Finance and Status for each sub-sample.
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motivators than their faculty (overly optimistic) and those 
ranking the same or lower on perceived importance of bar-
riers (overconfident), we found support for our remaining 
hypothesis (See Table 4). Based on these results, the second 
hypothesis (H2) was supported, showing that the overly opti-
mistic and overconfident students also perceived themselves 
as more entrepreneurial compared to their peers. As pro-
posed in our third hypothesis (H3), these same students also 
had stronger entrepreneurial intentions compared to their 
peers who ranked positive outcomes as less important and 
barriers as more important compared to faculty rankings.

Post-Hoc Analysis
We conducted a post-hoc analysis, in order to examine 
whether exposure to entrepreneurship education would have 
an impact on our findings. Our sample was divided into two 
categories according to level of exposure to entrepreneurship 
education among the student respondents: (a) students with 
some or much exposure (HEE) and (b) students with little to 
no exposure (NEE). Results are presented below in Table 5.

As indicated in Table 5, students who had moderate to 
high exposure to entrepreneurship education (HEE) are, on 
average, significantly more optimistic than their professors 
in terms of both the financial (student mean = 3.75; faculty 
mean = 3.33) and social (student mean = 3.49; faculty mean 

= 3.11) outcomes expected to be gained through an entrepre-
neurial career. The same is true for the students who had lit-
tle or no exposure to entrepreneurship education (NEE) who 
are also, on average, significantly more optimistic than their 
professors in terms of the financial (student mean = 3.66; 
faculty mean = 3.40) and social (student mean = 3.45; faculty 
mean = 3.17) outcomes expected to be gained through an 
entrepreneurial career.

If exposure to entrepreneurship education does not make 
a difference in terms of optimism, the same does not hold for 
overconfidence: When perceptions in terms of the expected 
barriers (competency and support) were compared, HEE 
students are, on average, less overconfident than their pro-
fessors, ranking the barriers as significantly more important 
than faculty did (on both competency: student mean = 3.68; 
faculty mean = 3.54 and support: student mean = 3.43; faculty 
mean = 3.30). In contrast, the way their NEE counterparts 
perceived barriers (competency or support), did not differ 
significantly from faculty perceptions thereof (see Table  5). 
Thus, students who have had some or a lot of exposure to 
entrepreneurship education do not seem to be overconfident.

To examine the impact of exposure to entrepreneurship 
education on students’ perceptions and intentions, the HEE 
and NEE student groups were further separated: those who 
ranked positive outcomes as more important and barriers as 

TABLE 2 
Entrepreneurship Expected Barriers, Exploratory Factor Analysis (Varimax)*

Student sub-sample Faculty sub-sample

FACTOR ANALYSIS INDICATORS COMPETENCY SUPPORT COMPETENCY SUPPORT

Lack of entrepreneurial competence .596 .098 .547 .172

Lack of knowledge .797 .115 .812 .131

Lack experience in management & accounting .773 .153 .813 .120

Lack of assistance in assessing viability .420 .569 .310 .653

Lack of knowledge of business world & market .614 .357 .440 .115

Lack of assistance to entrepreneurs .143 .699 .143 .844

Lack of formal help to start a business .124 .819 .109 .849

Lack of legal assistance of counseling .173 .768 .175 .844

Competency: Perceived lack of competency; Support: Perceived lack of support.
For Students: KMO = 0.823 & Bartlett’s test p < 0.001; For Faculty: KMO = 0.794 & Bartlett’s test p < 0.001; PCA performed with SPSS 19.0
* The boldface values represent the most significant indicators for the factors Finance and Status for each sub-sample.

TABLE 3 
Entrepreneurship Outcomes and Barriers: Student and Faculty Comparisons, t-test

Expected outcomes (mean value) Expected barriers (mean value)

FACTOR ANALYSIS INDICATORS COMPETENCY SUPPORT COMPETENCY SUPPORT

Student 3.71 3.47 3.61 3.38

Faculty 3.40 3.17 3.54 3.29

Mean difference .31** .30** .07 .09

**p < 0.01
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less important compared to faculty rankings thereof (namely 
those who are considered overconfident and optimistic). 
This resulted in a total of four groups. Results, presented in 
tables 6a and 6b, show that among HEE and NEE students, 
those who are overly optimistic and overconfident, also 
perceived themselves as more entrepreneurial compared to 
their peers and had stronger entrepreneurial intentions as 
well. These findings are consistent for the sample as a whole 
regardless of the students’ level of exposure to entrepreneur-
ship education.

Discussion

Our results show that, overall, students are not overconfi-
dent in terms of ranking barriers to entrepreneurship too 
lightly. They do, however, appear to be overly optimistic 
regarding the outcomes associated with an entrepreneurial 
career. These results indicate that students were overly opti-
mistic in rating the positive aspects of being an entrepreneur 
such as earning high income, having high social status, or 
leading an organization. We also show that this is the case 
independently of whether they have been exposed to entre-
preneurship education or not: All students were overly 
optimistic regarding the financial and status outcomes 
regardless of their level of exposure to entrepreneurship edu-
cation. This probably has to do with the fact that in many 
societies, entrepreneurs are seen as modern economy’s most 
important actors (Lazear, 2005). This status of “heroic sym-
bol” comes from an economic and political, but also cultural 
and moral, construction in which qualities such as effective-
ness, innovation or creativity are opposed to bureaucracy’s 

ineffectiveness, routine or disillusion (Jones & Spicer, 2009). 
From that perspective, entrepreneurship is mainly associated 
with positive aspects such as growth, innovation and wealth 
creation, which may act to shape students’ perceptions.

The finding regarding students’ optimism suggests that 
faculty in general, and entrepreneurship faculty in particu-
lar, would need to sensitize their students to the reality of 
being an entrepreneur, which can present significant chal-
lenges such as long hours, heavy work load, stress (Roberts, 
1997), financial risks, less job security, fewer benefits (e.g., 
no paid vacation, no health insurance), greater vulnerability 
to market shifts and macroeconomic downturns (Feldman 
& Bolino, 2000), challenges in balancing work and fam-
ily (Shelton, Danes & Eisenman, 2008) and of course, high 
failure rates (Knaup, 2005). The fact that, on average, all 
students–regardless of level of exposure to entrepreneur-
ship education—were likely to be optimistic about finan-
cial and status outcomes expected from an entrepreneurial 
career, further underlines the important role of entrepre-
neurship faculty in tempering students’ unfounded opti-
mism and shaping more realistic expectations. Professor 
David Storey at Sussex University stresses that unfounded 
optimism may be detrimental to entrepreneurs who make 
decisions with imperfect information. He uses the economic 
theory of the gambler’s ruin to suggest that running a busi-
ness involves risk, much like sitting at a roulette table. Storey 
uses this analogy to explain why some entrepreneurs end up 
in trouble given that as “the theory of the gambler’s ruin… 
explain[s,] ‘the house always wins’ because a casino, with 
more resources at its disposal, can always afford to play for 
longer than any individual gambler” (Moules, 2012, p.195).

TABLE 4 
Entrepreneurial Intention and Disposition: Student Comparisons, t-test

STUDENT’S SUB-SAMPLE ENTREPRENEURIAL INTENTION ENTREPRENEURIAL DISPOSITION

Student overconfident and overly optimistic (S1) 1.41 4.60

Student less confident and/or less optimistic (S2) 1.20 4,20

Mean difference .21** .40**

**p < 0.01; S1: n = 224 students and S2: n = 1750 students

TABLE 5 
Perceived Outcomes and Barriers: HEE & NEE Students to Faculty Comparisons, t-test

Expected outcomes (mean value) Expected barriers (mean value)
SUB-SAMPLE FINANCE STATUS COMPETENCY SUPPORT

Faculty 3.40 3.17 3.54 3.30

HEE Students 3.75 3.49 3.68 3.43

Mean difference HEE students/faculty .35** .32** .14** .13*

NEE Students 3.66 3.45 3.54 3.33

Mean difference NEE students/faculty .26** .28** .00 .03

HEE (n=1012): Students with some/much exposure to entrepreneurship education; NEE (n=962): Students with very little/no exposure to entrepreneurship 
education; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01
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Educators can play a significant role in shaping their stu-
dents’ expectations. For example, Mayo et al. (2012) found 
that receiving feedback from peers lowered individuals’ eval-
uation of their own competencies thus aligning self-evalua-
tions of competencies with others’ evaluation thereof. Others 
(Bandura, 1997; Russo & Schoemaker, 1992) also suggest that 
students’ attitudes can be manipulated through awareness 
and training. Faculty attitudes can be instrumental in shap-
ing student attitudes as demonstrated by Egan (1973) who 
argues that students’ attitudes are “by and large, congruent 
with the attitudes of their teachers” (p. 316) in, for example, 
liking or disliking a subject matter. Similarly, Haynes et al. 
(2006) showed that an intervention with high school gradu-
ates who were overly optimistic regarding their expected 
success in college, resulted in higher academic performance, 
further speaking to the impact such interventions can have.

Our analysis further separated the students who were 
more confident and optimistic than their faculty from their 
peers who were less so. Those students who were more con-
fident and optimistic, also perceived themselves as more 
entrepreneurial compared to their peers and had stronger 
entrepreneurial intentions. These results seem to indi-
cate that students who are more confident and optimistic 
also view themselves as entrepreneurs and have stronger 
behavioral intentions to pursue an entrepreneurial career. 
Research evidence suggests that faculty can be instrumen-
tal in shaping students’ social identities, such as perceiving 
themselves as entrepreneurial (Smith & Woodworth, 2012). 
This stresses the importance and potential for faculty to pro-
actively seek to temper students’ expectations regarding an 
entrepreneurial career, especially among those students who 
are likely to be overconfident in the weight they give to barri-
ers and overly optimistic regarding the outcomes associated 
with an entrepreneurial career. With about a third of small 
businesses failing within the first two years, and over half 

failing before the four year mark (Knaup, 2005), it appears 
to be necessary to help aspiring entrepreneurs align their 
expectations to the actual challenges and benefits awaiting 
a business owner. This undoubtedly represents a challenge, 
given that faculty would want to temper student attitudes 
without quenching their entrepreneurial aspirations all 
together. Students’ excessive optimism could possibly be 
reduced through interactions with working entrepreneurs 
who share from their experience, not just the advantages and 
benefits of an entrepreneurial career, but also the challenges 
and hardships it encompasses.

However, the opposite perspective must also be consid-
ered here: the idea that failure can in fact act as a learning 
opportunity for entrepreneurs and contribute to their future 
success. As Moules (2012) suggests “it could be said that 
entrepreneurs who have not failed are either unsuccessful, 
liars or not experienced enough” (p. 197). This perspective 
would advocate that overly optimistic students must be 
allowed to fail, because this is part of the learning process 
in their journey to become successful entrepreneurs. Indeed, 
David Storey argues that “the optimistic belief that they are 
different from everyone else” (Moules, 2012, p. 197) is an 
essential characteristic among entrepreneurs. While Storey 
uses the theory of gambler’s ruin to explain entrepreneurial 
failure he also argues that, in order to have an opportunity at 
winning, the entrepreneur must take a chance, or to use his 
lottery analogy: ‘buy a lottery ticket.’

Conclusion
To summarize our main findings: Students are, on average, 
significantly more optimistic than their professors in terms 
of the importance they give to both financial and social out-
comes expected to be gained through an entrepreneurial 
career. This is true regardless of students’ level of exposure to 

TABLE 6A 
Entrepreneurial Intention and Disposition: HEE Student Comparisons, t-test

ENTREPRENEURIAL INTENTION ENTREPRENEURIAL DISPOSITION

HEE Students overconfident and overly optimistic (S1) 1.51 4.92

HEE Students less confident and/or less optimistic (S2) 1.26 4,43

Mean difference .25** .49**

**p < 0.01

TABLE 6B 
Entrepreneurial Intention and Disposition: NEE Student Comparisons, t-test

ENTREPRENEURIAL INTENTION ENTREPRENEURIAL DISPOSITION

NEE Students overconfident and overly optimistic (S1) 1.34 4.39

NEE Students less confident and/or less optimistic (S2) 1.13 3,95

Mean difference .21** .44**

**p < 0.01
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entrepreneurship education. When perceptions of expected 
barriers (in terms of competency and support) were com-
pared, students were not found to be overconfident in rat-
ing barriers to entrepreneurship too lightly. However, when 
exposure to entrepreneurship education was factored in, stu-
dents with moderate to high exposure (HEE) perceived bar-
riers as significantly more important than their faculty did, 
while those with little to no exposure (NEE) did not perceive 
barriers to be significantly different from faculty perceptions 
thereof. This appears to indicate that students who were 
exposed to entrepreneurship education do not have a ten-
dency to be overconfident, a finding which is encouraging.

When the sample was separated into two groups –the 
overconfident and overly optimistic students (those students 
who ranked positive outcomes as more important and barri-
ers as less important compared to faculty rankings thereof) – 
findings indicate that the overly optimistic and overconfident 
students also perceived themselves as more entrepreneurial 
and had stronger entrepreneurial intentions compared to 
their peers who ranked positive outcomes as less important 
and barriers as more important compared to faculty rank-
ings. These results remain consistent even once exposure to 
entrepreneurship education is taken into account. Namely, 
the students who are overly optimistic and overconfident are 
more likely to perceive themselves as entrepreneurial and 
have stronger entrepreneurial intentions, regardless of their 
degree of exposure to entrepreneurship education.

Limitations
This study suffers from a few limitations. First, we use faculty 
perceptions of the importance students give to possible bar-
riers and positive career outcomes as the base of comparison. 
Faculty may have an overly conservative or pessimistic view 
of the importance students would give to certain barriers 
and/or to certain career outcomes. It would have possibly 
been more accurate to compare student perceptions to those 
of actual entrepreneurs. Furthermore, our sample consists of 
faculty from disciplines other than business (with the excep-
tion of the Belgian faculty sample) who may not have a good 
grasp of the opportunities and barriers entrepreneurship 
involves.

Second, gender was not included as a control variable in 
our study as this information was not available for the entire 
sample. This could have introduced some bias into our find-
ings given research evidence that men tend to have stronger 
entrepreneurial intentions when compared to women (Chen 
et al., 1998; Zhao et al., 2005) and that women tend to be 
more risk averse in comparison to men (Carter, 2002; Eckel 
& Grossman, 2003; Wagner, 2007). In addition, our data were 
collected through a survey instrument reported by the same 
group of respondents. Therefore, any observed relations may 
be in part a result of common method effect (Fiske, 1982). 
However, this limitation is consistent with the limitations 
of prior empirical studies in this area, and of most survey 
research. A final limitation is that the sample came from a 
single university in each country, limiting generalizability. 
Faculty and education programs at other schools will need 

to reach their own conclusions about the applicability of our 
results to their specific institutions.

Implications for Practice and Areas  
for Future Research

The challenge for faculty to walk the fine line between 
encouraging students and tempering unfounded optimism 
may be brought into the classroom. For example, faculty 
could lead a discussion in entrepreneurship courses regard-
ing students’ perceptions of and feelings about overcon-
fidence and unfounded optimism. In addition, it may be 
important for faculty to center entrepreneurship education 
on the process of becoming an entrepreneur and starting 
a business versus the outcomes associated with an entre-
preneurial career. Furthermore, students pursuing degrees 
outside the business school who have an interest in entre-
preneurship should be advised to take part in such courses 
which may serve to shape their perceptions and help them 
form more realistic expectations.

Our sample includes faculty from several disciplines 
other than business (with the exception of the Belgian sam-
ple). It would be important to assess whether business fac-
ulty are better informed of the opportunities and challenges, 
and are thus less pessimistic compared to their peers in 
other disciplines, regarding the barriers students are likely to 
encounter and the outcomes students can realistically expect 
from an entrepreneurial career. In addition, future research 
could assess student optimism and overconfidence in rela-
tion to more objective measures such as actual performance 
in an entrepreneurship course. This could also be instruc-
tive in identifying whether actual performance in an entre-
preneurship course (in terms of final course grade or grade 
on a business plan assignment for example) is related to the 
degree of optimism and overconfidence. A final most valu-
able research avenue would include a longitudinal examina-
tion, comparing aspiring entrepreneurs who went through 
an intervention aimed at tempering overconfidence and 
excess optimism to those who did not, and examining the 
impact this has on their actual success as business owners 
and their businesses’ longevity later on.

Finally, given that our sample did not consist of busi-
ness students or those students taking entrepreneurship 
courses, we cannot say with certainty that the perceptions 
of the students in our sample are a result of overconfidence 
and optimism or simply a sign of lack of experience and lack 
of relevant knowledge. Indeed, Simon et al. (2000) find that 
“individuals start ventures because they do not perceive the 
risks involved, and not because they knowingly accept high 
levels of risks” (p. 113). Thus, students may consider a certain 
barrier to be unimportant simply because they “might not 
acknowledge that certain tasks, important to the venture’s 
success, are beyond their control” (Simon et al., 2000, p. 113).
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