
 

Then there are those that might be considered negative or “costs” in the mind of the entrepreneur 

if realized: 

 (Risk of) Likelihood of Failure 

 Liability of newness (lack of credibility) (Hannan & Freeman, 1984) 

 Liability of smallness (lack of impact in the market)  Bruederl et al., 1992 

 Lack of self efficacy/self doubt; Regretful thinking (self = venture) (Markman, G., 

Balkin, D. and Baron, R. (2002)). 

 Lack of security net (alone) 

 Uncertainty (ignorance about the future, Alvarez & Busenitz, (2001)) 

 Stress/pressure/Burn-out (over extended) 

 Ridicule (social embarrassment) 

 Bankruptcy/Financial Ruin 

 

These constructs will be fed into an ROI analysis and converted into a testable model conducive 

to neuro-trials.   Both the qualitative and the converted quantitative models can be used. 
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From an existential learning approach, entrepreneurship education is more about teaching how to 

think like an entrepreneur than teaching theory about entrepreneurship (Krueger, n.d.). This way 

we can teach our students to develop an entrepreneurial mindset. Changing students’ mindset 

into an entrepreneurial mindset is done, not only by what we know, but also in how we know. 

What we know is being taught in most entrepreneurship classes. However, teaching how we 

know is essential for students to develop an entrepreneurial mindset (Krueger, n.d.). Nowadays, 

there is a reasonable amount of studies looking into the cognitive side of entrepreneurship 

(Mitchell et al., 2007; Ward, 2004) to better understand how entrepreneurs think. However, few 

studies look at the use of imagination by entrepreneurs (Frederiks & Ehrenhard, 2012), whereas 

the “cultivation of the ‘entrepreneurial imagination’ is the singular most important contribution 

university business schools can make to the business community” (Chia, 1996, p. 409). 

Imagination is comprised of prospective thinking (Kahneman & Tversky, 1982), 

perspective taking (Markman, Klein, & Suhr, 2009), and counterfactual thinking (Byrne, 2005; 

2008). Previous work has shown that imagination is an important way of thinking for 

entrepreneurs, especially for entrepreneurial tasks like business idea generation and strategy 

development (Baron & Ensley, 2006; Cornelissen & Clarke, 2010; Gartner, 2007; Sarasvathy, 



2001; Szulanski & Amin, 2001; Witt, 1998; 2007). Although these scholars state that 

entrepreneurs use their imagination, they do not state how they use their imagination.  

Having little understanding of the use of imagination by entrepreneurs has three very 

important implications for both practice and research. First, mentioning imagination, but not 

explaining the concept, means that researchers explain phenomena like business idea creation 

and strategy development with very poor understood concepts. Second, a lack of understanding 

of the use of imagination means that we do not completely know how entrepreneurs think, and 

therefore we have an incomplete understanding of the entrepreneurial mindset. Third, this means 

that we do not know completely what students need to develop when they want to develop an 

entrepreneurial mindset. Therefore, the aim of this paper is threefold. First, this paper captures 

the use of imagination of experienced entrepreneurs for creating business ideas and developing 

strategies. Second, the paper gives us a better understanding of how entrepreneurs use their 

imagination, and therefore, we better know how entrepreneurs think. Third, this paper adds to 

our knowledge of the entrepreneurial mindset that imagination is an important aspect and that 

our students should try to develop this. 

METHODS 

Up to this point, we conducted twenty semi-structured interviews with high-tech 

entrepreneurs with at least five years of experience. The entrepreneurs are involved in one of the 

converging technologies: nanotechnology, biotechnology, information technology, and cognitive 

sciences (Roco & Bainbridge, 2003). First, we asked the entrepreneurs how they understand 

imagination, and whether or not they imagine business situation. Second, we explained that we 

define imagination by its three sub-processes. Third, we explored the use of imagination for 

creating business ideas. Fourth, we explored the use of imagination for developing business 

strategies. And finally, we wanted to know whether entrepreneurs use their imagination for other 

(business) aspects than the two aforementioned aspects.  

RESULTS 

We asked the entrepreneurs what imagination is according to them and whether they use 

it for their business. One-third of the respondents had difficulties to answer. They needed more 

explanation or gave an answer that was not related to the question. Later in the interviews, they 

do admit that they use their imagination, but that they do not use that term. Making 

visualizations, or making estimation is what they would call it. One-third gave an answer that 

reasonably fits our definition of imagination and agrees that they use their imagination for 

entrepreneurship-related tasks. One-third of the entrepreneurs said they thought imagination is 

really important for being an entrepreneur. They say that they actively use imagination and see it 

as a requirement for being a successful entrepreneur. They immediately told about how they 

imagine their company in a few years from now and how they often put themselves in the shoes 

of their customers, investors, and employees.  



After explaining our definition of entrepreneurship the majority of entrepreneurs agreed 

that they use the three imagination sub-processes. Most entrepreneurs agree that perspective 

taking is important for both business idea generation and strategy development. They 

emphasized the importance of being able to imagine what your customers expect from you. Only 

then you can give them what they really want. Many entrepreneurs said they use prospective 

thinking, because they imagine how their company would look like in a few years from now. 

This gives them a feeling of certainty and control in an uncertain and rapidly changing 

environment. However, one entrepreneur said that he never imagines the future of his company, 

because he is being driven by the questions of the customers, not by his own intentions and 

goals. Counterfactual thinking is a sub-process that experienced entrepreneurs do not use very 

often if these counterfactuals are based on the past. According to them, there is no need for 

looking back at things that cannot be changed anymore. However, if counterfactual thinking is 

used for creating counterfactuals to the present situation, then it can be a useful thinking process 

according to them, as it gives alternatives for strategic directions. 

IMPLICATIONS 

In this paper we look at how experienced entrepreneurs use their imagination, in order to 

better understand the entrepreneurial mindset. Using the correct word for studying the 

imagination shows the power that words have in research, because we have shown that 

experienced entrepreneurs use their imagination, but are not always aware of this, as they use 

different words for it. More specifically, experienced entrepreneurs use prospective thinking and 

perspective taking to generate new business ideas and to develop new strategies. Most 

experienced entrepreneurs do not use counterfactual thinking for looking back, because looking 

back at events that cannot be changed anymore is not useful. Some of them, however, do find 

counterfactual thinking useful for discovering how they can change the current situation in a 

more favorable situation.  

We conclude that imagination is an important aspect of the entrepreneurial mindset and 

that prospective thinking and perspective taking need to be included in the concept of the 

mindset of an experienced entrepreneur. This means if we are able to teach students to use 

prospective thinking and perspective taking more actively, we teach students to develop their 

entrepreneurial mindset. Future research needs to find out how these thinking processes can be 

taught and measured best. Perhaps the subfield of neuroentrepreneurship may help with this (de 

Holan, 2013). Imagination shows its activity in the brain’s frontal parts (Gilbert & Wilson, 2007) 

where imaginative actions partly shares the same structures as executed actions (Decety, 1996). 
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