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Abstract 

Questions we care about: Student entrepreneurship occurs at the nexus of the individual 
and the opportunity, with heterogeneity existing on both the individual and the opportunity 
sides. This implies that for both progress in research on student entrepreneurship and the 
development of effective recommendations for educational design, research needs to venture 
beyond the assumption of student entrepreneurs constituting a homogeneous group, for which 
any entrepreneurship education is beneficial. 

In this research, we aim to better understand students’ ability to recognize 
entrepreneurial opportunities. By drawing on self-determination theory, we posit that students’ 
need for autonomy is positively associated to their opportunity recognition ability. 
Furthermore, integrating broaden-and-build theorizing, we hypothesize that entrepreneurial 
passion positively correlates to the opportunity recognition ability of students.  

Approach: We use a cross-sectional research design. We collected data from 90 
students from two Dutch universities using two surveys at different points in time. 

Results: We find support for our two hypotheses. We find that students’ autonomy is 
strongly correlated to their opportunity recognition capability, supporting hypothesis 1. 
Additionally, we find that students who score higher on the different elements of 
entrepreneurial passion, score higher on opportunity recognition capability. 

Implications: The contributions of this study are two-fold. First, we focus on the 
importance of understanding students’ needs and affective interests towards entrepreneurship 
in the classroom. We build on the argument that autonomy is important for students’ ability to 
recognize opportunities. Second, we focus on the affective predispositions towards 
entrepreneurship by focusing on the different dimensions of entrepreneurial passion, 
demonstrating that opportunity recognition ability is associated to experiencing intense 
positive feelings when engaging in entrepreneurial activities which are? central to students’ 
identity.  

Value/Originality: These findings suggest that we may have to consider established 
individual-level predictors when aiming to enhance our understanding of student 
entrepreneurship. Our results also show that students who experience intense positive feelings 
when performing entrepreneurial activities and for whom entrepreneurship is central to their 
identity, are better able to recognize opportunities. This is very important, because it stresses 
the importance of experiencing positive affect towards entrepreneurship more generally for 
early-stage entrepreneurial abilities to build. Moreover, it is important for students to define 
and develop their identity in terms of being an entrepreneur to be able to recognize 
opportunities. Practically, our findings suggest that entrepreneurship education should further 
broaden its focus from identifying the most effective methods for teaching how to write a 
business plan or develop a business model, to generate designs that support the development 
of students’ emotional and cognitive abilities relevant to entrepreneurship. 

 
Self-determination theory; Broaden-and-build theory; Autonomy; Passion; Student 
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Introduction 
 

Scholarly interest in student entrepreneurship – ventures created by students or recent 
graduates – is rapidly increasing (see e.g., Lüthje & Franke, 2004; Liñán, Urbano, & Guerrero, 
2011; Nab, Pilot, Brinkkemper, & Ten Berge, 2010; Jansen et al., 2015). This is because 
student entrepreneurship bears the potential to foster economic wealth, competitiveness and 
especially innovation (Jansen et al., 2015). Additionally, university students are often 
perceived as potential entrepreneurs, since higher education and education focusing on 
entrepreneurship promotes students’ intention to start a business (e.g., Unger et al., 2011, 
Zhang, Wang, & Owen, 2015). 

Student entrepreneurship, just like conventional entrepreneurship, occurs at the nexus 
of the individual and the opportunity (Shane & Venkataraman, 2000), with heterogeneity 
existing on both the individual and the opportunity sides. This implies that for both progress in 
research on student entrepreneurship and the development of effective recommendations for 
educational design, research needs to venture beyond the assumption of student entrepreneurs 
constituting a homogeneous group, for which any entrepreneurship education is beneficial. 
Moreover, drawing on Bhave’s (1994) model of opportunity recognition, we suggest that 
research on entrepreneurship education needs to venture beyond intentions as a core variable 
of interest. In fact, the success of student entrepreneurship may be more strongly influenced by 
students’ ability to recognize opportunities rather than their intention to start a business (Bhave, 
1994). Additionally, considering the affective predisposition of students towards 
entrepreneurship is of extreme importance, this will enable programs to better adapt to their 
participants’ needs and interests. 

Accordingly, in this research we aim to better understand students’ ability to recognize 
entrepreneurial opportunities. By drawing on self-determination theory (Ryan & Deci, 2000), 
we posit that students’ need for autonomy is positively associated to their opportunity 
recognition ability. Furthermore, integrating broaden-and-build theorizing (Frederickson, 
2001), we hypothesize that entrepreneurial passion positively correlates to the opportunity 
recognition ability of students.  

The contributions of this study are two-fold. First, we focus on the importance of 
understanding students’ needs and affective interests towards entrepreneurship in the 
classroom. We build on the argument that autonomy is important for students’ ability to 
recognize opportunities. Second, we focus on the affective predispositions towards 
entrepreneurship by focusing on the different dimensions of entrepreneurial passion, 
demonstrating that opportunity recognition ability is associated to experiencing intense 
positive feelings when engaging in entrepreneurial activities which are? central to students’ 
identity.  

 
 

Theoretical Framework 
 

Self-determination theory (SDT; Deci & Ryan, 2000) is a macro-theory of human 
motivation, emotion, and development. It posits that the satisfaction of individuals’ basic 
psychological needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness are “essential for ongoing 
psychological growth, integrity, and wellbeing” (p. 229). Thus, according to SDT, when the 
three innate psychological needs are satisfied, individuals take in social values and extrinsic 
contingencies and proactively translate them into personal values and self-motivation, leading 
to positive self-regulated behaviour (Hu & Zhang, 2017). For both the education (Black & 
Deci, 2000) and the entrepreneurship context (van Gelderen & Jansen, 2006), especially 
autonomy has been shown to determine important outcomes. This is because entrepreneurship 
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entails high decisional freedom: one can decide what, how, and when work will be done (van 
Gelderen, 2010). With regard to the education context, students’ satisfaction of their need for 
autonomy has been found to lead to higher perceived competence, interest/enjoyment and 
lower anxiety (Black & Deci, 2000). Given that entrepreneurship is a highly uncertain context, 
with opportunity recognition depending on competence perceptions, interest, and limited 
anxiety (Krueger, & Dickson, 1994; Ozgen & Baron, 2007), we argue that university students’ 
need for autonomy is positively related to opportunity recognition ability. 
 
Hypothesis 1: University students’ need for autonomy is positively related to their ability to 
recognize opportunities. 
 
 

Furthermore, we build on the broaden-and-build theory (Frederickson, 2001) 
postulating that positive emotions broaden individuals’ cognition and behaviour. Over time, 
this broadened behavioural repertoire builds a set of resources such as social connections, 
(communication) skills and/or knowledge. In the case of entrepreneurs, passion can be seen as 
such an intense positive emotion broadening an entrepreneur’s knowledge about, for example, 
a specific technology, scientific or cultural domain. A person that is passionate about, for 
example, starting a business, is more susceptive to new information and to problems associated 
with entrepreneurial opportunities arising in their environment.  

In fact, passion is increasingly seen as one of the internal drivers pushing an 
entrepreneur to build a new venture. Cardon and colleagues (2009) argue that entrepreneurial 
passion has positive effects on (potential) entrepreneurs’ action regarding problem solving, 
creativity, invention, founding and growing a new venture. As such, passion goes beyond  
invention (as for developing new products, services or technologies) to include passion for 
founding (launching an actual venture), and passion for development (focusing on firm’s 
growth) (Cardon et al., 2013). (Potential) entrepreneurs with passion are able to analyse and 
synthesise already acquired and new knowledge and turn it into a new opportunity (Baron, 
2006). Thus, as a consequence of their passion for entrepreneurship and thereby their ability to 
broaden-and-build resources, university students are able to recognise opportunities better than 
university students without entrepreneurial passion. Thus, we argue that 
 
Hypothesis 2: University students’ entrepreneurial passion is positively related to their ability 
to recognize opportunities.  
 
 
Method 
 
Sample 
 
To test our hypotheses, we rely on a sample of 90 university students from two Dutch 
universities participating in entrepreneurship programs at the undergraduate level. During the 
program, the students worked in project groups to develop a business idea, test it and work 
towards its implementation. Table 1 shows the sample description. 
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Measures 
 

To measure autonomy, we used a 7-item scale (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.68) based on the 
work of Engle and colleagues (2010). Participants were asked to rate, on a seven-point scale, 
how important several aspects were for them. To measure entrepreneurial passion, we used a 
13-item scale developed by Cardon and colleagues (2013). Entrepreneurial passion has three 
dimensions focusing on inventing (5 items; Cronbach’s alpha = 0.87), founding (4 items; 
Cronbach’s alpha = 0.92) and developing (4 items; Cronbach’s alpha = 0.91). Each of these 
dimensions contains items referring to intense positive feelings (10 items; Cronbach’s alpha = 
0.94) and identity centrality (3 items; Cronbach’s alpha = 0.80). This means that passion for 
inventing, founding and developing are based on individuals’ experience of intense positive 
feelings and on these activities being central to their identity. According to Cardon and 
colleagues (2013), entrepreneurial passion dimensions can be analysed in terms of the activities 
of inventing, developing and founding and in terms of the intense positive feelings and identify 
centrality. Thus, we have also included these two dimensions in our analysis, as to obtain a 
better understanding of how passion is related to opportunity recognition. Opportunity 
recognition was measured according to a 3-item scale based on the work of Ma and colleagues 
(2011) (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.88).  

 
 

Procedure 
 
The respondents filled out two surveys as a voluntary part of their entrepreneurship 

program. The surveys were sent online at different moments in time. The information about 
autonomy, entrepreneurial passion, and demographic information were collected in the first 
survey,. Four weeks later the students received a second survey in which opportunity 
recognition ability was measured. By collecting the independent and dependent variables at 
different point in time, chances of common method variance is reduced. 

 
 

Results 
 
To test our hypotheses, we used Pearson correlation analysis due to the small size of 

our sample. Table 2 displays an overview of the analysis. 
 
  

Table 1. Sample description. 
N 90  
Gender 
Male 61.1%  
Female 36.7%  
Other/Prefer not to answer 2.2% 
Age                                                                        M = 22, SD = 3.28 
Entrepreneurial experience (having start up a business): 
Yes 11.1%  
No 88.9%  
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The results show that autonomy is positively and significantly correlated with 
opportunity recognition ability (r = .34, p < .01), thus supporting Hypothesis 1.  

To test Hypothesis 2, we first observed the correlations between passion for inventing 
(r = .53, p < .01), passion for founding (r = .52, p < .01), and passion for developing (r = .53, 
p < .01), with opportunity recognition ability. The three dimensions positively and significantly 
relate to opportunity recognition ability. On a second step, we observed how the two sub 
dimensions for passion intense positive feelings (r = .56, p < .01) and identity centrality 
(r = .57, p < .01) correlate to opportunity recognition. Both are positively and significantly 
correlated with opportunity recognition. Hypothesis 2 is thus supported as well.  

The analysis also shows that even though both our hypotheses are supported, the 
correlation between all dimensions of passion and opportunity recognition are stronger than 
autonomy and opportunity recognition. Additionally, autonomy is also positively and 
significantly correlated to all dimensions of entrepreneurial passion, which indicates that both 
variables combined may be able to explain opportunity recognition ability. 
 
 
Discussion and Implications 
 

This study aimed to explore the relationship between need for autonomy and 
entrepreneurial passion and opportunity recognition ability of university students participating 
in an entrepreneurship program in two Dutch universities. Understanding the motivations and 
affective predispositions of students towards entrepreneurship is of utmost importance, as it 
enables for better program designs, well adapted to students’ needs and preferences. 

Our results indicate that need for autonomy is positively related to opportunity 
recognition. This result is in line with prior research suggesting that individuals with a higher 
need for autonomy are more likely to search for entrepreneurial opportunities than other people 
(Shane, 2003). This finding suggests that we may have to consider established individual-level 
predictors when aiming to enhance our understanding of student entrepreneurship. For 
example, assessing students need for autonomy prior to an education program can provide 
valuable insights on whether students are able to observe their environment in such a way that 
they can recognize opportunities. As for the students that reveal lower levels of need for 
autonomy, educational programs may focus on increasing opportunity recognition techniques 
training, so that these students can also learn to identify opportunities around them, even if they 
do not wish to start their own ventures in the future. 

Our results also indicate that passion for inventing, founding and developing are 
positively related to opportunity recognition ability for university students. This is an important 
finding that contributes to the literature on entrepreneurial passion. Entrepreneurial passion has 

Table 2. Means, Standard Deviation, Reliability and Correlations  
Variables M S.D. α 1 2 3 4 5 6 
1. Autonomy 5.27 0.56 0.68       
2. Passion for inventing 5.30 1.06 0.87 0.29**      
3. Passion for developing 5.21 1.25 0.91 0.27** 0.72**     
4. Passion for founding 5.28 1.37 0.92 0.38** 0.69** 0.85**    
5. Intense positive feelings 5.38 1.10 0.94 0.34** 0.88** 0.93** 0.91**   
6. Identity centrality 4.88 1.30 0.80 0.32** 0.78** 0.84** 0.88** 0.84**  
7. Opportunity recognition 4.42 1.35 0.88 0.34** 0.53** 0.52** 0.53** 0.56** 0.57** 

Note: 
 **p<0.01 
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been pointed out as a moderator between cognitive training and opportunity recognition ability, 
providing evidence that students who experience high entrepreneurial passion are better able 
to recognize opportunities through cognitive training (Costa et al, 2018). Additionally, our 
results also show that students who experience intense positive feelings when performing 
entrepreneurial activities and for whom entrepreneurship is central to their identity, are better 
able to recognize opportunities. This is very important, because it stresses the importance of 
experiencing positive affect towards entrepreneurship more generally for early-stage 
entrepreneurial abilities to build. Moreover, it is important for students to define and develop 
their identity in terms of being an entrepreneur to be able to recognize opportunities. 

Practically, our findings suggest that entrepreneurship education should further broaden 
its focus from identifying the most effective methods for teaching how to write a business plan 
or develop a business model, to generate designs that support the development of students’ 
emotional and cognitive abilities relevant to entrepreneurship. In fact, our findings highlight 
that entrepreneurship educators and institutions need to develop a portfolio of teaching 
approaches considering differential students’ characteristics. Such a nuanced teaching portfolio 
would include targeted hands-on exercises, experiments and reflections to encourage 
autonomous students to develop their entrepreneurial passion, as well as open-ended 
assignments and group works where passionate students can set their own rules and hours, pick 
their own goals and plans, and make their own decisions to strengthen their autonomy. 

 
 

Limitations and Future Research 
 
Due to our small sample size, we were not able to run regression models, which would 

allow us to test the relationship between autonomy, entrepreneurial passion and opportunity 
recognition in a more predictive manner. Nevertheless, our results provide preliminary 
evidence that both autonomy and entrepreneurial passion may be predictors of opportunity 
recognition. Future research should focus on further investigating this relationship, as well as 
potential interaction effects between need for autonomy and entrepreneurial passion on 
opportunity recognition.  

Future research may also consider the fact that in most of entrepreneurship programs, 
students tend to work in groups. It would be interesting to understand how the groups’ 
perception of autonomy and entrepreneurial passion, as well as the different learning processes 
happening within the group influence the quality of the opportunities recognized during these 
courses.  
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