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Abstract

Purpose – The present research focuses on an understudied field in the entrepreneurial process: the events
that transform intention into effective entrepreneurial behavior.
Design/methodology/approach – In this paper a comparative analysis, using the t-test on related samples,
is made of the perceptions of these triggering events of a group of graduates who showed entrepreneurial
intention in higher education but, up to now, had not taken the decision to start a business with those of a group
who had started a business. To do this, a sample of 227 graduates from a medium-sized European University
located in Spain, with manifest entrepreneurial intention was used.
Findings – The results show that there are important differences between perceptions of entrepreneurship
triggering events of potential entrepreneurs who have yet to start a company compared to entrepreneurs who
have actually started a company. In this sense, the overevaluation by those who have not yet become
entrepreneurs of events related to access to finance and the greater relevance for those with entrepreneurial
experience of having a good team and contacts consisting of other entrepreneurs, mentors and advisers
stand out.
Research limitations/implications – Some of the limitations observed in this work are related to the size of
the sample analyzed. In the future, the study should be broadened, and different entrepreneurial behavior by
academic specialization, gender, sector and/or type of activities should be investigated.
Originality/value – Our study focuses on the phase of the entrepreneurship process in which intention
becomes action and, more specifically, on those events that favor this change in behavior.
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1. Introduction
There is no doubt that the promotion of entrepreneurial activity in a region generates
employment, boosts innovation and, consequently, produces economic and social
improvements (Gu et al., 2021; Medeiros et al., 2020). Faced with this challenge, universities
have the obligation to become involved in facilitating such improvements in their local
environments by promoting entrepreneurial attitudes among their students (Aaltio, 2008;
Chen et al., 2021; Lopes et al., 2020; Mayhew et al., 2012; Siegel and Wright, 2015).

Considering that in the process of creating a company, the effective decision to be an
entrepreneur arises at a time after the intention to do so exists (Ajzen, 1991, 2001). Therefore, it is
essential to understand the process thatmoves individuals from intention to action. Thus, the aim
is to design, in Higher Education Institutions, educational strategies to promote this process
(Iglesias-S�anchez et al., 2016; Joensuu-Salo et al., 2015;Kisubi et al., 2021; Rauch andHulsink, 2015).

In this sense, although studies in other fields have found a very strong correlation between
intention and behavior, there is still an important gap in understanding the intention–
behavior relationship in entrepreneurship literature (Kaffka and Krueger, 2018) and,
specifically, in student entrepreneurship (Shirokova et al., 2016).

In the analysis of the entrepreneurial process by Shapero and Sokol (1982), they identify so-
called triggering events. These events or triggers can be understood as significant, positive or
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negative events that cause a change in the inertia of an individual’s behavior (Shapero, 1975).
Therefore, the study of such events is essential to understand the triggers that make an
entrepreneur finally decide to or not to start a business project (Curran et al., 2016).

However, despite the significant impact that triggering events can have on entrepreneurial
decisions (Yaseen et al., 2018), their study has received relatively scant attention in the
specialized literature (Kafka andKrueger, 2018; Krueger, 2008; Liang andDunn, 2007; Lortie and
Castogiovanni, 2015; Schindehutte et al., 2000). Thus, Krueger (2008) called for an effort on the
part of researchers to understand better the process that transforms entrepreneurial intention
into action, but, up to now, the analysis of triggering events as the main factors that turn
intention into effective entrepreneurial behavior has been very scarce (Degeorge and Fayolle,
2011; Joensuu-Salo et al., 2015; Kafka and Krueger, 2018; Lortie, and Castogiovanni, 2015;
Shirokova et al., 2016). This gap is especially important in entrepreneurship education, as it is
essential to know the factors on which programs should impact in order to improve students’
entrepreneurial potential (Iglesias-S�anchez et al., 2016; Kisubi et al., 2021; Ruiz-Rosa et al., 2021).

According to the above, our study focuses on the phase of the entrepreneurship process in
which intention becomes action and, more specifically, on those events that favor this change
in behavior. Specifically, this work focuses on the higher education context, where previous
literature highlights that further research is needed to test additional theoretically justified
moderators that turn intentions into entrepreneurial actions (Shirokova et al., 2016).
Therefore, this work aims to answer the following three research questions:

(1) What circumstances act as triggers for a graduate who intends to start a business and
finally decides to start one?

(2) What is the perception of the influence that these circumstances have on graduates
who intend to start a business but have not started one?

(3) What is the influence that these circumstances have on graduates who have started a
business?

To answer these questions, based on the entrepreneurial event model (Shapero and Sokol,
1982) this paper conducts a comparative study, using t-tests for related samples, between the
perceptions that a group of graduates have of a set of triggering events, based on previous
literature (Gnyawali and Fogel, 1994; Liang and Dunn, 2007; Maâlej and Cabagnols, 2020),
and the real effect of these same events on another group of graduates who have started
companies. Findings show that there are important differences between perceptions of
entrepreneurship triggering events of potential entrepreneurs yet to start a company
compared to those who have started one. These differences can facilitate better policies and
entrepreneurship education programs to promote entrepreneurship in higher education.

This paper is organized as follows. In the first section, a theoretical review is carried out of
the entrepreneurship process and the concept of triggering events of entrepreneurial action.
The triggering events considered to have the greatest potential when it comes to causing a
change in behavior in an entrepreneurial process are identified to then propose working
hypotheses. Subsequently, a detailed description of the research design and the methodology
used for the study is given. The paper ends by discussing the main results and conclusions
obtained, as well as summarizing possible future lines of research.

2. Theory and hypotheses
2.1 The entrepreneurship process: from intention to action
The interest of the scientific community to study the entrepreneurial phenomenon has been
increasing notably in recent years, encouraging many authors to delve deeper into this area
(e.g., Kafka and Krueger, 2018; Volery et al., 2015). The creation of a company is the result of a
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complex process that begins long before the entrepreneurial intention materializes itself
(Gartner et al., 1994; Kyr€o and Carrier, 2005). However, without intention, action is very
unlikely (Degeorge and Fayolle, 2011), therefore, entrepreneurial intention is a prerequisite to
the creation of a company and can be considered as its best predictor (Ajzen, 1991, 2001;
Fishbein and Ajzen, 1975; Krueger and Brazeal, 1994). Thus, Fayolle (2013) or Joensuu-Salo
et al. (2015) have highlighted the urgent need to analyze the link between intention and
behavior. Attempts to explain the process of starting a business have adopted different
theoretical approaches, although most of them have been based on the entrepreneurial event
model proposed by Shapero (1975) and Shapero and Sokol (1982). According to the
entrepreneurial event model, the decision to start a business depends on three elements: the
perception of desirability, the perception of feasibility and the propensity to act expressed by
the individual. These three elements are considered, in turn, antecedents of entrepreneurial
intention, itself (Figure 1).

Taking this perspective as a starting point and adopting a cognitive approach, the Theory
of Planned Behavior assimilates personal attitudes to perceived desirability, perceived
behavioral control to perceived feasibility and introduces subjective norms, defined as the
perceptions of other people’s opinions of entrepreneurial behavior and considered the third
antecedent of entrepreneurial intention (Ajzen, 1991, 2001). Adopting these perspectives as
the main theoretical framework, multiple studies have been carried out to explain
entrepreneurial intentions and behavior (Lortie and Castogiovanni, 2015). It is estimated
that research on entrepreneurial intentions has grown more than 30 times as fast as
entrepreneurship research since the 1990s (Kaffka and Krueger, 2018). However, the majority
of studies over recent decades to test the explanatory power of entrepreneurial intention have
only included the two main determinants from the entrepreneurial event model: perceived
desirability and perceived feasibility (Kaffka and Krueger, 2018; Lortie and
Castogiovanni, 2015).

The perception of desirability depends on subjective issues and integrates two variables
from Ajzen’s Theory of Planned Behavior (1991): attitude toward action and social norms.
The first refers to the degree to which a person considers a certain behavior favorable or
unfavorable which, in turn, will depend on the result that the person expects to obtain when
performing the objective behavior. On the other hand, social norms are linked to the
perception that potential entrepreneurs have about the opinion that their social environment
holds about their entrepreneurial behavior (Krueger and Brazeal, 1994).

The perception of feasibility is associated with perceived self-efficacy. That is, the capacity
that a person perceives they have to carry out a certain objective behavior (Krueger and
Brazeal, 1994). People tend to avoid risky situations that they consider to be superior to their
abilities to face them, while they engage with greater security in activities, when they believe
they are capable of carrying them out (Marulanda et al., 2014).

Source(s): Krueger and Brazeal (1994)
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In spite of this intense development of research on entrepreneurial intentions over recent
decades, especially from the entrepreneurial event model, the intention–behavior link
remains understudied (Kaffka and Krueger, 2018). In this sense, according to the literature
review by Lortie and Castogiovanni (2015) about the theory of planned behavior in
entrepreneurship, the relationship between entrepreneurial intention and entrepreneurial
behavior is the one that has received the least attention.

Shirokova et al. (2016) analyzed the intention–action gap among student entrepreneurs
due to contextual factors. They distinguished between individual (family entrepreneurial
background, age, gender) and environmental characteristics (university environment,
uncertainty avoidance) and concluded that further research was needed to test additional
theoretically justified moderators that can translate intentions into entrepreneurial actions.

Maâlej and Cabagnols (2020) analyzed the impact of entrepreneurial intention on a sample
of 84 graduate engineers three years after their graduation from the National School of
Engineering of Sfax (Tunisian). They observed a significant and positive relationship
between intention and entrepreneurial behavior. However, the predictive power of intention
considered alone was low. The introduction of contextual factors such as positive and
negative displacements significantly increases the predictive power of the model.

Considering triggering events based on push factors, Vinogradov et al. (2013) investigated
the influence of scarce employment opportunities on entrepreneurial intention. They found
that in this scenario, to start a business is most strongly influenced by support from relatives
and friends. Nevertheless, such unemployment perspectives do not have a moderating effect
on the relationship between attitudes and intentions or between perceived behavioral control
and intentions.

In this sense, Shapero (1975) points out that, as a general rule, inertia guides human
behavior until an “event” occurs that modifies this inertia and causes a change in behavior.
Krueger and Brazeal (1994) state that the impact that a triggering event can have on behavior
will depend on its “credibility”, which in turn will be related to how desirable and feasible it
may be to adopt a certain behavior. This “credibility” must be accompanied by a certain
“propensity to act” on the part of the individual, that is to say, they perceive the change as
desirable and feasible, which will depend on the person’s own attributions. Ultimately, this
model considers that although the individual perceives the creation of a new company as
desirable and feasible, and therefore credible, the entrepreneurial intention will not
materialize until an event occurs that triggers the behavior (Veciana et al., 2005).

2.2 Triggering events
For Degeorge and Fayolle (2011) and Heinonen and Poikkijoki (2006), the intention to start a
business project is necessary but not sufficient. Van Gelderen et al. (2015) also analyze the
change from entrepreneurial intention to perform the action of setting up a business in a
sample of 161 people over a 12-month period. These authors found that only 30% of those
who had reported an “entrepreneurial intention”were really engaged in a process of business
creation. Unexpected circumstances or events (either positive or negative) can trigger
behaviors that were neither planned nor foreseen by the individual. These behaviors do not
result from a plan but emerge as the natural consequence of the context from the point of view
of the individual (Maâlej and Cabagnols, 2020). Therefore, some kind of triggering event is
needed to move from intention to action. Shapero (1975) analyzed the conditions and
personality types of a series of individuals who started companies compared to others who,
under the same circumstances, did not. This work concluded that between one group and
another, there were a series of differential conditions that caused a change in the behavior of
certain individuals. These circumstances, defined by Shapero as “uncomfortable”, are what
are known as “triggering events”.
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Therefore, and following Shapero and Sokol (1982), triggering events could be defined as
significant events in people’s lives that can cause changes in entrepreneurial intentions. In
short, the triggering event is whatmotivates, or on the contrary, discourages the development
of a business project. These events can be derived both from the appearance or acquisition of
facilitating elements and from the disappearance or overcoming of previously existing
barriers (Krueger and Brazeal, 1994; Schindehutte et al., 2000).

It is for this reason that these events can be positive, for example receiving some
unexpected money, or negative, such as a job loss (M€uhlb€ock et al., 2018). Along these lines,
Shapero and Sokol (1982) distinguish between triggering events based on push factors and
triggering events based on pull factors (attraction). Push factors are linked to internal
elements that push individuals to act, while pull factors are external, “I do it because I see an
opportunity” (Williams et al., 2009). In this sense, Aouni and Surlemont (2009) consider that
two types of opportunity exist; entrepreneurs who identify opportunities existing in the
environment and entrepreneurs who, using their own imagination, create new opportunities.

In other words, there is a clear distinction between positive factors that pull and
unfavorable situations that push people into entrepreneurship (Van der Zwan et al., 2016).
Along these lines,Wennekers et al. (2001), for example, identify job dissatisfaction as themost
important push factor, while they consider the expectation of income as an employer as a
fundamental pull factor, as opposed to that coming from being employed. Van der Zwan et al.
(2016) andGiacomin et al. (2011) acknowledge that pull factors are related to entrepreneurship
by opportunity, while push factors are associated with entrepreneurship by necessity.

In this sense, Shapero (1975) affirms that most people develop entrepreneurial projects
motivated by negative factors (push factors or need). To verify such a statement, Shapero
(1975) interviewed 109 people who had created companies in Austin (Texas). In 65% of the
cases analyzed, the motivation for starting the company was due to factors considered
negative, while only 28% admitted that the element that promoted the start-up of the
companywas positive. The remaining 7%were unable to identify the event that triggered the
start-up of their business as positive or negative.

2.3 Hypotheses
As has already been commented, in this paper, we intend to check whether the perception of
the same triggering event has the same intensity for two different groups: graduates who
intend to start a business but have not started one and graduates who have decided to start a
business project and done so.

To do this, first, wewill try to identify the events recognized by the literature as having the
greatest impact on generating changes in an individual’s behavior. Degeorge and Fayolle
(2011) consider that displacements (events) may be internal or external to the individual. For
instance, frequently observed external displacements relate to changes in individuals’
professional careers (layoffs, buyout of the company in which the individual is employed,
etc.). Other displacements are considered internal to the individual because they are not
produced by the environment. For instance, personal factors of dissatisfaction, the feeling
that one is in the wrong place, and/or age-related factors are also often at the root of
individuals’ intentions to start a business. With the help of GEMmethodology, Elifneh (2015)
indicates that for potential entrepreneurs, the decision to start a business is influenced by
personal characteristics (such as skills, personality traits and motivation) and macro-
variables on the scale of the national business ecosystem. In this sense, Gnyawali and Fogel
(1994) group the environmental conditions for the development of entrepreneurship projects
into five dimensions: entrepreneurial and business skills, financial support to business,
government policies and procedures, socioeconomic conditions and non-financial support to
business. Liang and Dunn (2007) also tried to identify the triggering events that caused the
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start-up of business projects of a group of 100 entrepreneurs. As a result of their research,
these authors classify triggering events into five groups: personal triggers, idea/opportunity-
related triggers, job-related triggers, financial triggers and family and interpersonal triggers.

Finally, Schindehutte et al. (2000) make a proposal for the classification of triggering
events for corporate entrepreneurship, distinguishing between five groups:

(1) Reason for the behavior, that is, if it is internal (employees) or external (customers,
competitors, universities, public reports, suppliers, etc.).

(2) Business strategy, that is, if it is linked to the identification of opportunities or
solution of needs.

(3) Connection with the market, that is, if it is due to technology-push or market-pull.

(4) Hierarchy in business management, top-down or bottom-up.

(5) Type of search being either systematic or deliberate or by chance or opportunity.

Taking all these into account, in this paper, and following the classification proposals
collected in the literature, the triggering events are grouped into five groups (Table 1).

According to previous works in the field of entrepreneurship education, the startup
process can be understood as a learning process (Iglesias-S�anchez et al., 2016; Kisubi et al.,
2021; Ruiz-Rosa et al., 2021). Therefore, the perceptions of triggering events and their
influence on individuals’ intentions and behaviors are expected to change during different
stages. Specifically, it is expected that individuals that have started a company perceive a
greater value than individuals that have not regarding issues such as project support, finding
partners and staff, unfavorable economic situation or market acceptance of the product and/
or service compared to issues like access to finance (Bosma et al., 2021; Maâlej and Cabagnols,
2020; Wagdi and Hsaneen, 2019).

2.3.1 Market acceptance of the product and/or service. Within the entrepreneurial and
business skills triggers according to Gnyawali and Fogel (1994), technical knowledge related
to the design and development of entrepreneurship projects is included. By contrast, Liang
and Dunn (2007) associate the idea/opportunity-related triggers, above all, with the ability to
detect business opportunities at a given time and/or the possibility of meeting market needs.
In this study, we have considered thatmarket acceptance of a product and/or service reflects
an entrepreneur’s ability to detect opportunities and/or identify needs and is the result of the
entrepreneurial and business skills that every entrepreneur should have. Thus, Maâlej and
Cabagnols (2020) include the development of a prototype and its testing on the market as a
triggering event.

Groups of triggering events Groups of triggering events (literature)

Market acceptance of the product and/or
service

Entrepreneurial and business skills Gnyawali and Fogel
(1994)
Idea/opportunity-related triggers Liang and Dunn (2007)

Access to financing Financial support to business Gnyawali and Fogel (1994)
Financial triggers Liang and Dunn (2007)

Project support Government policies and procedures Gnyawali and Fogel
(1994)

Finding suitable partners and/or staff Non-financial support to business Gnyawali and Fogel (1994)
Unfavorable economic situation Socioeconomic conditions Gnyawali and Fogel (1994)

Job-related triggers Liang and Dunn (2007)

Source(s): Prepared by authors based on Liand and Dunn (2007) and Gnyawali and Fogel (1994)

Table 1.
Groups of triggering
events
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2.3.2 Access to finance. Several authors (Gnyawali and Fogel, 1994; Liang and Dunn, 2007;
Maâlej and Cabagnols, 2020) agree on the importance of financial variables when starting a
business project. In our research, wewill refer to this group of events as access to finance since
the acquisition of financial resources is a fundamental element in the development of new
companies (Ko and McKelvie, 2018).

Taking these considerations into account, the first two hypotheses are posited:

H1. For graduates who have started a company, having a product or service accepted by
the market is more relevant than having access to finance.

H2. For graduates who have not started a company, having a product or service accepted
by the market is more relevant than having access to finance.

2.3.3 Project support. Public policies can undoubtedly design mechanisms capable of
fostering an entrepreneurial culture in a territory and, thereby, favoring the creation of
companies (Gnyawali and Fogel, 1994). In this study, the concept project supportwill be used
to encompass those specific actions that an entrepreneur can associate with specific policies
and measures linked to the promotion of business creation by public administrations. In this
sense, Casta~no et al. (2016) found that different aspects of the environment, such as less
complexity in legal, administrative and financial system, have a positive impact on
entrepreneurship in general.

Based on the above, the following two hypotheses are raised:

H3. For graduates who have started a company, having support for the project is more
relevant than having access to finance.

H4. For graduates who have not started a company, having access to finance is more
relevant than having support for the project.

2.3.4 Finding suitable partners and/or staff. The aspects related to non-financial support to
business by Maâlej and Cabagnols (2020) and Gnyawali and Fogel (1994) refer to the
additional support services that any entrepreneurial project needs, especially in its launch
phase. In this line, the search for suitable partners and personnel for the development of the
project is key (Das and He, 2006), it is for this reason that we will call this group of events
finding suitable partners and/or personnel. Taking this reflection into account, the following
two hypotheses are raised:

H5. For graduates who have started a company, finding suitable partners and personnel
for the project is more relevant than having access to finance.

H6. For graduates who have not started a company, having access to finance is more
relevant than finding partners and suitable personnel for the project.

2.3.5 Unfavorable economic situation. Finally, in relation to socioeconomic conditions, Bernat
et al. (2008), Czy_zewska et al. (2008) and Van der Zwan et al. (2016) identify among the most
significant push factorswhen favoring the development of entrepreneurship projects, the risk
of unemployment, family pressure, dissatisfaction with the current employment situation
and the lack of attractive job options. In the same way, both Gnyawali and Fogel (1994) and
Liang and Dunn (2007) also agree that the socio-economic conditions associated with
insufficient remuneration at work and/or personal dissatisfaction, among others, are some of
the most relevant triggering events.

In this sense, the concept of unfavorable economic situation has been used in this work as a
descriptive element of the group of events related to socioeconomic conditions. Taking into
account these circumstances, the last four hypotheses are postulated:
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H7. For graduates who have started a company, having an unfavorable economic
situation is more relevant than having support for the project.

H8. For graduates who have not started a company, having project support is more
relevant than having an unfavorable economic situation.

H9. For graduates who have started a company, having an unfavorable economic
situation is more relevant than finding partners and/or suitable personnel for the
project.

H10. For graduates who have not started a company, finding suitable partners and/or
personnel for the project is more relevant than having an unfavorable economic
situation.

In summary and considering the seminal definition of Shapero (1975) and Shapero and Sokol
(1982) of “triggering events” and the importance attributed to the perceptions of the subjects
in their assessment (Krueger and Brazeal, 1994; Schindehutte et al., 2000), Table 2 shows the
ten hypotheses raised in this work.

3. Research design and methodology
3.1 Measurement instrument
In order to define a measurement for the construct determining factors of entrepreneurial
action and to determine its dimensions, a questionnaire structured in two sections was used
as a data collection instrument. The first included four variables to obtain descriptive
information from the sample and identify the graduates who had started a company from
those who had not, and the second contained the relationship of the triggering events
identified. A Likert-type measurement scale of seven categories from 1 to 7 (nothing, very
little, little, neither little nor much, somewhat, quite a lot, a lot) was chosen as the most
appropriate scaling for the assessment of the items in the second part. This type of scale is the
most frequently used in entrepreneurship education, and, specifically, in studies involving
university graduates and students (e.g. Iglesias-S�anchez et al., 2016; Kisubi et al., 2021; Ruiz-
Rosa et al., 2021).

The fieldwork was structured in three phases. To design the first draft of the data
collection instrument, the elements identified by Maâlej and Cabagnols (2020) and Shapero
(1975) as triggering events were included (job dismissals, lack of possibility of professional
advancement, not being comfortable with current work, need for independence and
autonomy in management, meeting other leading entrepreneurs, having financial resources,

Groups of triggering events
Have started a
company

Have not started
one

Market acceptance of the product and/or service H1 þ H2 þ
Access to finance � �
Project support H3 þ H4 �
Access to finance � þ
Finding suitable partners and staff H5 þ H6 �
Access to finance � þ
Unfavorable economic situation H7 þ H8 �
Project support � þ
Unfavorable economic situation H9 þ H10 �
Finding suitable partners and staff � þ

Table 2.
Summary of the
proposed working
hypotheses
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having qualified technical staff, as well as having the necessary materials and facilities)
grouped into the five triggering event groups identified previously. Other factors identified
by Staniewski and Awruk (2015) such as fulfillment and personal satisfaction were added to
this initial list of items. These factors include the need for autonomy in decision-making and
the possibility of directing one’s own actions (Gelderen and Jansen, 2006; Staniewski and
Awruk, 2015). There is also the possibility of personal achievements (Van der Zwan et al.,
2016), the acquisition of specific knowledge in the business environment, the acquisition of
previous experience, the opportunity to achieve greater professional and personal
development, as well as the expectation of obtaining higher income (Bernat et al., 2008;
Czy_zewska et al., 2008; Gelderen and Jansen, 2006; Staniewski and Awruk, 2015). Another
aspect is the possibility of a partnership with a colleague or friend or a customer (Maâlej and
Cabagnols, 2020).

Following the perspective of Dana and Dana (2005), regarding the necessity to introduce a
holistic focus to properly understand the entrepreneurial process, this first questionnaire,
with the initial relationships of triggering events identified as potential precipitators of
entrepreneurial action, was discussed by a panel of 20 experts made up of entrepreneurs,
entrepreneurship promoting agents in various public institutions and specialized researchers
in order to assess the impact of each of the actions identified as potentially triggers of
entrepreneurial behavior.

As a result, a list of the 14 events considered most relevant when promoting the
development of business projects was obtained, grouped into the five types of triggering
events identified in the previous section: economic situation, access to finance, support for the
project, finding partners and/or suitable personnel and acceptance of the product and/or
service by the market (Table 3).

Thus, in the second phase, a pre-test was carried out with ten entrepreneurs selected at
random in order to confirm the adequate understanding of the questions and thus provide
greater consistency and suitability to the final questionnaire.

Finally, in the third phase, the field work itself was conducted. The empirical research was
carried out among graduates who had taken entrepreneurial action or shown an interest in

Unfavorable economic situation
1 Having lost or being at risk of losing a job, without a job prospect
2 Not being comfortable with the current job
3 Very difficult personal financial situation

Access to financing
4 Receiving award/incentive
5 Access to financing, loans or subsidies necessary for the implementation of the project
6 Having resources to start the project (inheritance, family support, . . .)

Project support
7 Boost/motivation received in training/accelerator/incubator programs
8 Support from other entrepreneurs, professional networks, coworking spaces
9 Inspiration/impulse found in readings, blogs, talks, conferences

Find partners-staff
10 Finding suitable personnel/technicians for the development of the project
11 Finding a mentor
12 Finding key partner/s for the development of the project

Market acceptance of the product/service
13 Discovering/finding technical-economic solution for the development of the project
14 Having received an important order to have enough volume to start the activity

Table 3.
List of most significant

triggering events
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doing so during their university studies. For the selection of the sample, following the
proposal of Liang and Dunn (2007), a database with information on more than seven
thousand graduates, who had finished their studies in the period 2007–2016, and who had
taken a course or activity to support entrepreneurship organized by the university was used.

The study was carried out using graduates from the University of La Laguna, a medium-
sized European University, located in the Spanish region of the Canary Islands. Regarding
entrepreneurship activity, Spain is a good example of a western European country with their
specificities from a social, cultural and legal-political viewpoint (Dana, 2017). It seems that the
Spanish population perceives that it is not easy to start a business; there are not good
business opportunities; they do not have the knowledge, skills and experience required to
start a business and those people who do see good opportunities would not start a business
for fear it might fail (GEM, 2021; Observatorio del Emprendimiento de Espa~na, 2021). On the
other hand, Cabrer-Borr�as and Rico-Belda (2018) analyze the determinants of business
survival in Spain and conclude that, a priori, it seems that in Spain, women tend to remain in
their entrepreneurial activity longer than men.

Individuals were segmented according to whether or not they had created a company, in
such a way that those who had created one were asked the degree to which triggering events
had affected their entrepreneurial decision. By contrast, those individuals who had not
started a company were questioned about the degree to which each of these events would
affect them, so that they would finally make the decision to start.

3.2 Sample analysis
Data collection was carried out in September 2016 using the previously described
questionnaire, which was self-administered via the web and sent to all graduates in the
selected sample. At the end of the data collection period, a definitive sample with 227 valid
responses was obtained. The sampling error for a confidence level of 95% and p5 q5 50%
was ±6.4%.

Table 4 shows a description of the sample by age, gender and educational level. As can be
seen, the distribution of the resulting sample was 48%women and 52%men. Regarding age,
33% were under 30 years old, 38% between 30 and 40 years old, and 29% over 40 years old
(Table 4).

Table 5 includes the distribution of the 227 graduates in the sample by field of study. The
most numerous academic disciplines were those related to Economics, Business and Tourism
and to Engineering and Architecture.

Of the 227 graduates, 111 (49%) confirmed that they had started or were in the process of
creating a business and 116 (51%) had not yet created a company ormade the final decision to
do so. Of the 111 entrepreneurs in the sample, 74% had started between one and six
companies in the analyzed period, and the remaining 26% were in the process. By sectors of
entrepreneurial activity, the commercial sector represents the largest number of new
companies (17%) compared to the primary sector (3%) and the industrial and scientific sector

Gender Female 47.6%
Male 52.4%

Age <30 33.0%
Between 30 and 40 40.1%
>40 26.9%

Educational level University Bachelor degree 49.8%
University Postgraduate/Master 30.4%
University Doctorate 7.5%

Table 4.
Distribution of the total
sample by gender, age
and educational level
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(4%), which account for the smallest proportion. The total of 213 initiatives (higher than 111
entrepreneurs) is explained because some entrepreneurs had created two or more businesses
and because in this item, they could choose more than one option (Table 6).

4. Results
To test the hypotheses, the t-test has been used for related samples that compare themeans of
two variables of a single group. The differences between the values of each triggering event of
entrepreneurial action have been calculated and whether the difference is significantly
different from 0. The t-test has been carried out for each of the samples: sample of those who
have started a business and sample for those whowith the intention but have not yet done so.

The data for each type of event have been calculated as the average of the items of the
associated events. The results of both samples are displayed in Tables 7 and 8 for the sample
that has started companies and Tables 9 and 10 for the sample that has not.

For those who did set up a company, the most important triggering factors are:

(1) Market acceptance of the product (3.97) rather than having support for the project
(3.60), having found partners (3.41) or having accessed financing (3.12).

Academic discipline %

Arts and humanities (Fine arts, Philosophy, History, Geography, Languages, . . .) 10.6
Sciences (Biology, Physics, Chemistry, Mathematics, . . .) 5.5
Social and legal sciences (Sociology, Law, Education, . . .) 19.1
Economics, business, tourism (Business administration, accounting, Marketing, tourism, . . .) 32.7
Engineering and architecture 23.1
Health Sciences (Medicine, Nursing, Pharmacy, Physiotherapy, . . .) 9.0

Activity sector Num. of companies %

Tourism 19 9
Technology 24 11
Social and cultural 28 13
Industrial and scientific 9 4
Agriculture, livestock, fishing 6 3
Commercial 36 17
Training 12 6
Other services 79 37
Total 213 100

Factor Average

Product acceptance by the market 3.97
Unfavorable economic situation 3.91
Project support 3.60
Finding partners-staff 3.41
Access to financing 3.12

Table 5.
Distribution of the total

sample by field
of study

Table 6.
Distribution of the
sample by activity

sectors

Table 7.
Averages between

triggering events of the
samplewho has started

a company

Triggering
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(2) An unfavorable economic situation (3.91) rather than finding partners (3.41) or having
accessed financing (3.12).

(3) Having had support for the project (3.60) is more important than having financing
(3.12).

Whereas thosewith entrepreneurial intentions but have not yet started a company, think that
it would be more important to have (Table 9):

(1) Market acceptance of the product (5.48) rather than finding partners (5.28), having
support for the project (4.95) or having an unfavorable economic situation (4.72).

(2) Having access to finance (5.47), finding partners (5.28), having project support (4.95)
or having an unfavorable financial situation (4.72).

(3) Finding partners (5.28) more than having support for the project (4.95) or an
unfavorable economic situation (4.72).

(4) Having support for the project (4.95) is more relevant than being in an unfavorable
economic situation (4.72).

Market
acceptance of
the product

Unfavorable
economic
situation

Support for
the project

Finding
partners-
staff

Unfavorable economic situation 0.06 ns
Project support 0.37 ** 0.31 ns
Finding partners-staff 0.56 ** 0.50 * 0.19 ns
Access to financing 0.85 *** 0.79 *** 0.48 ** 0.29 ns

Note(s): Significance level: <0.01 ***; <0.05 **; <0.1 *; not significant “ns”

Factor Average

Product acceptance by the market 5.48
Access to financing 5.47
Finding partners-staff 5.28
Project support 4.95
Unfavorable economic situation 4.72

Market acceptance of the
product

Unfavorable
economic
situation

Support
for the
project

Finding
partners-
staff

Unfavorable economic
situation

0.01 ns

Project support 0.20 ** 0.19 **
Find partners-staff 0.52 *** 0.52 *** 0.33 ***
Access to financing 0.76 *** 0.76 *** 0.56 *** 0.23 **

Note(s): Significance level: <0.01 ***; <0.05 **; <0.1 *; not significant “ns”

Table 8.
Differences between
factors in the sample
that has started a
company

Table 9.
Averages between
triggering events of the
sample that has not
started a company

Table 10.
Differences between
factors in the sample
that has not started a
company
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Table 11 shows a summary of the results obtained for the two samples and for each of the
hypotheses raised in this work.

From the results obtained, it is observed that hypothesis 1 is fulfilled, since for graduates
who have started a company, having the product or service accepted by the market (3.97) is
more relevant than having access to finance (3.12). This result coincides with that obtained by
Liang and Dunn (2007), who observed that financial triggers were less relevant than those
associatedwith the identification of opportunities or solutions to needs.Moreover, Maâlej and
Cabagnols (2020) also obtain from their study that market opportunities are the main sources
of contingencies conducive to entrepreneurial behavior. For people who have not started a
company, having the product or service accepted by the market (5.48) is only slightly more
relevant than having access to finance (5.47), although it is not a significant difference so
hypothesis 2 cannot be confirmed. In any case, it is observed that the difference between
financial triggering events and those of market acceptance of the product and/or service is
greater for entrepreneurs who have business experience.

Regarding hypotheses 3 and 4, both hypotheses are confirmed, since for people who have
started a company, having support for the project (3.60) is more relevant than having access
to finance (3.12). On the other hand, for peoplewho have not started a company, having access
to finance (5.47) is more relevant than having support for the project (4.95). This result shows
that after the experience of starting a company, the perception of the importance of financing
is lower than at the beginning of the process. On the contrary, factors like having support for
the development of the project or mentoring are more valued by experienced entrepreneurs.

In the case of hypothesis 5, it is observed that for people who have started a company,
finding partners and suitable personnel for the project (3.41) is more relevant than having
access to finance (3.12), although the difference is not significant, so this hypothesis is not
confirmed. On the contrary, if hypothesis 6 is compared, for people who have not started a
company, having access to finance (5.47) is more relevant than finding partners and suitable
personnel for the project (5.28). Thus, for people who do not have entrepreneurial experience,
access to finance is more important than the search for partners and/or adequate personnel,
whereas experienced entrepreneurs value more positively having suitable partners and/or
personnel.

For people who have started a company, having an unfavorable economic situation (3.91)
ismore relevant than having support for the project (3.60), but the difference is not significant,
andwe cannot confirmH7.While for people who have not started a company, having support
for the project (4.95) is more relevant than having an unfavorable economic situation 4.72).
Therefore, hypothesis 8 is confirmed, showing that having an unfavorable economic situation
is one of the most relevant push factors for the development of entrepreneurship projects
(Van der Zwan et al., 2016).

Groups of triggering events Have started a company
Have not started a

company

Market acceptance of the product and/or service H1 þ 3.97 *** H2 þ 5.48 Ns
Access to finance � 3.12 � 5.47
Project support H3 þ 3.60 ** H4 � 4.95 ***
Access to finance � 3.12 þ 5.47
Finding suitable partners and staff H5 þ 3.41 ns H6 � 5.28 **
Access to finance � 3.12 þ 5.47
Unfavorable economic situation H7 þ 3.91 ns H8 � 4.72 **
Project support � 3.60 þ 4.95
Unfavorable economic situation H9 þ 3.91 * H10 � 4.72 ***
Finding suitable partners and staff � 3.41 þ 5.28

Table 11.
Summary of results
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Finally, hypotheses 9 and 10 are confirmed, to the extent that for people who have started a
company having an unfavorable economic situation (3.91) is more relevant than finding
partners and/or personnel suitable for the project (3.41). While for people who have not
started a company, finding partners and/or suitable personnel for the project (5.28) is more
relevant than having an unfavorable economic situation (4.72). This result once again
highlights the weight of push factors, linked to need, as a trigger for the start-up of business
projects.

5. Conclusions and discussion
This work contributes to advancing in a very well-established line of research, which
attempts to achieve a better understanding of how intention becomes action and, more
specifically, on those events that favor this change in behavior. Starting from the idea that
there are events with the capacity to promote the conversion of intention into action in an
entrepreneurial process, this study has, first and foremost, attempted to identify these
significant events. Subsequently, a comparative study was carried out of the influence that
these triggering events have on a group of graduates who have not yet started a business
initiative with respect to another group of people who have already created a company.

The results have allowed us to prepare a list of 14 triggering events assessed by a sample
of individuals who expressed entrepreneurial intention. This sample includes both those who
have started a business activity and those who have not yet done so. These 14 events are
grouped into five groups to facilitate the analysis of the results: market acceptance of the
product/service, access to financing, support for the project, finding suitable partners and
personnel and unfavorable economic situation.

From the results obtained, we should highlight, at a general level, the great importance
attributed to all factors by potential entrepreneurs who have not yet started their activity.
This would seem to indicate that graduates who are in a start-up process, in general,
overestimate the importance of triggering events. Thus, it is foreseeable that, once they have
started the business, this importance will be relativized because of real experience. In this
sense, and according to Gibb (2011), it is proposed to promote experiential learning linked to
business management in higher education. In this sense, Palalic et al. (2017) measured the
entrepreneurial intentions and orientations of a sample of 173 students from the International
University of Sarajevo, finding that entrepreneurial experience is a key factor. Kim and Jang
(2021) emphasize the importance of the collaboration between universities, governments and
industry in academic entrepreneurship. According to Sherman et al. (2008), it is essential to
design training programs in business management in universities that cut across all
academic disciplines. On the other hand, it is observed that both groups agree on the events
related to the market acceptance of the product and/or service. This seems to confirm the
importance of investing efforts in higher education in evaluating potential products and/or
services developed by students.

However, in relation to the rest of triggering events, important differences are detected in
their perception and influence on the action of starting a business between graduates with
entrepreneurial experience and those with the intention of starting but with no experience.
This difference in valuation of triggering events is greater, in all cases, for those who have not
yet started a company, though it is not homogeneous for all items. Thus, for example, the
overvaluation by those who have yet to become entrepreneurs of events related to access to
finance stands out. This result coincides with the approaches of Krueger and Brazeal (1994)
and Schindehutte et al. (2000), who consider that the possibility of having, or not, sufficient
financial resources for the implementation of a business project is one of the fundamental
variables that may or may not motivate the development of a business idea. In this sense, one
proposal is to promote meetings at universities with established entrepreneurs with the aim
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of sharing their real experiences with students (Chen et al., 2021). On the other hand, the great
relevance for those with entrepreneurial experience of having a good team is obvious, both
qualified personnel and partners who are aligned with the culture of the project. Similarly,
graduates who have started business projects give more importance to having a network of
contacts made up of other entrepreneurs, mentors and advisers who add value to the project.
This analysis offers guidelines when designing useful programs in the field of
entrepreneurship. In this sense, it seems that it would be much more effective in the
medium term to base support policies, not so much on programs focused on aspects like
giving awards or recognitions, or even financial incentives, but on measures such as the
promotion of networking between existing companies and new entrepreneurs that could
provide the necessary advice and technical support (Edelman et al., 2008).

From the point of view of entrepreneurial education, the results obtained seem to value
methodologies based onmentoring by consolidated entrepreneurs. Based on their experience,
they can transmit to potential entrepreneurs their perceptions and views that are more
adjusted to reality of the key factors when facing the entrepreneurial process and, therefore,
of the main priorities to consider.

Finally, the results highlight that for experienced entrepreneurs, in addition to market
acceptance of the product/service, the events that led to the start-up of their company are
linked to an unfavorable economic situation. This shows that entrepreneurship out of
necessity continues to be the most frequent cause of business creation (Dencker et al., 2021).
However, these types of enterprises arise to solve a specific situation in the short/medium
term, so their long-term impact is less. Therefore, in universities, it is essential to promote
entrepreneurship by opportunity in order to foster regional economic development (Block
and Sandner, 2009; Devece et al., 2016; Joensuu-Salo et al., 2015). According to Lopes et al.
(2020), this could make more sense in island regions, where there is a greater probability that
higher education students become entrepreneurs than those in mainland regions.

Our findings could have practical implications for the design and implementation of
institutional policies to promote entrepreneurial activity among higher education graduates.
In particular, they are useful for a more effective design of advice and coaching programs.
Indeed, it appears that business management education should be introduced in all
disciplines, considering that the management education not only aims at providing
administrative business skills but also promotes the development of entrepreneurship
projects, as Aaltio (2008) proposed last decade. These programs should promote experiential
learning and cut across all academic disciplines, emphasizing product and/or service design
connected to market acceptance. Additionally, it would be necessary to differentiate
programs focused on experienced and inexperienced graduate entrepreneurs as important
differences have been detected in their perceptions of triggering events. In this sense, for
example, programs focused on non-experienced entrepreneurs should emphasize the team or
networking development and include mentoring and advice by consolidated entrepreneurs.

As for future lines of research, it is proposed, in response to some of the limitations
observed in this paper, to increase the size of the sample analyzed, so that the study can be
broadened, and different entrepreneurial behaviors by gender, educational level, sector and/
or type of activities can be investigated. On the other hand, this research has been
transversally designed, which limits causal inferences and requires further empirical studies
based on long-term perspectives, especially considering any changes in the economic
environment.
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