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Abstract 

This study analyzes entrepreneurs’ coping strategies to manage stakeholders’ 
expectations. We develop and test four coping strategies (structural role redefinition, 
personal role redefinition, reactive role behavior and passive role behavior) to assess 
influence on new venture performance. The analysis considers potential moderating 
effects of entrepreneurs’ perceived role-related stress. We draw from the general 
management, role theory, and entrepreneurship literature to develop hypotheses, tested 
using hierarchical regression based on responses from 183 Slovenian entrepreneurs. 
Results reveal that coping strategies focused on reducing expectations and/or working 
harder to meet expectations positively affect new venture performance. However, 
entrepreneurs’ focus on suppressing perceived expectations negatively influences new 
venture performance. Furthermore, entrepreneur’s role-related stress moderates the 
relationship between reactive role behavior and new venture performance. This study 
provides a better understanding of types of coping strategies available to entrepreneurs 
and practical consequences for new venture performance. It also explores why some 
entrepreneurs perform well and why some quit early while others remain and prosper in 
their role. We acknowledge possible limitations due to sample characteristics and 
measurement. The study provides practicing and nascent entrepreneurs, support 
organizations, and policy makers with evidence for use in the design of entrepreneurs’ 
training and competency-building programs.  
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1 Introduction 

Entrepreneurial roles include opportunity identification, exploration, the gathering of 
necessary resources, and exploitation through new venture creation. After a venture is 
created, the entrepreneur bears responsibility for its performance (Gartner 1985). A well-
performed role in entrepreneurship satisfies the intertwined expectations of both 
entrepreneur and the venture in exploiting the opportunity through the creation of a new 
venture (see Gartner 1985, 1988). In addition to the entrepreneur’s self-perceptions of 
involvement in such activities, the entrepreneur becomes exposed to expectations of the 
venture’s stakeholders, such as suppliers (negotiating price and terms for supplies), 
customers (negotiating price and terms for products or services), and government 
(negotiating payment of taxes and degree of social security), to mention only a few 
examples (Rizzo et al. 1970, Freeman 1984).  

Drawing on role theory (Kahn et al. 1964) to understand the nature of the 
entrepreneurial role, we measure the entrepreneur’s role performance by careful analysis 
of role expectations and effectiveness in coping with those expectations. Detrimental 
consequences of not fulfilling role expectations have been largely exhibited (Kahn et al. 
1964, Jackson & Schuler 1985). Undesired consequences of unfulfilled role expectations 
can potentially not only influence the entrepreneur’s well-being but also ultimately 
prevent the entrepreneur from bringing opportunity to fruition with potential change and 
contributions to social development. Meta-analytic reviews (see, e.g., Jackson & Schuler 
1985) have highlighted the intertwinement between experiencing unfulfilled role 
expectations and numerous negative outcomes. Namely, at the individual level, we find 
increased experiences of burnout (Posig & Kickul 2003), increased tension (Keenan & 
Newton 1984), and reduced performance (Dubinsky et al. 1992), to mention a few. As 
such, systematic study of how entrepreneurs cope with fulfilling their role expectations 
can be valuable to understanding and explaining the entrepreneur’s behavior and societal 
imprint.  

This article studies coping strategies and new venture performance. Little has been 
thus discovered on how to cope in situations in which the fulfillment of role expectations 
is at stake (see, e.g., reviews by Fisher & Gittelson 1983, Lee & Ashforth 1996, Tubre & 
Collins 2000). A similar gap is also evident in the entrepreneurship literature, where only 
a small number of entrepreneurship studies have focused on how entrepreneurs cope with 
role expectations and the type of stress evoked and found in the interaction between the 
entrepreneur and the venture. For instance, Boyd & Gumpert (1983) discuss and illustrate 
examples in which entrepreneurs cope with a more general form of stress, Akande (1994) 
examines the sources of stress for entrepreneurs in Nigeria and relates them to logical 
arguments on how to manage such stressors, and Miller (2000) examines coping 
strategies pertaining to the specifics of interrole expectations between the entrepreneur’s 
family and business roles. Although they are important for understanding how 
entrepreneurs cope with difficult-to-cope with expectations, these studies cover but some 
of the strategies the entrepreneur can use to cope with challenging role expectations. 
Overall, this lack of evidence supports the notion that coping strategies are understudied. 
Although several studies use coping strategies, a generally accepted framework of coping 
strategies has not been yet advanced in the literature (Folkman 1982, Lang & Markowitz 
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1986). The efficiency of coping strategies is important for existing ventures and ones in 
the gestation process. Moreover, despite that coping strategies are used quite often, their 
influence on role performance has not been systematically examined (Payne et al. 1982). 
The literature reveals that there are several strategies an entrepreneur can use to respond 
to overly demanding role expectations, but it is not known whether entrepreneurs actually 
use these strategies and or know how they affect venture performance. Although some 
strategies may be productive, others may be less so. In fact, there is enough theoretical 
support to assume that the effectiveness of coping strategies depends on the level of 
perceived role-related stress; that is, stressors may moderate the relationship between 
coping strategies and venture performance. This research is guided by the following 
research questions: 

1. Do entrepreneurs use different coping strategies to manage pressures on the 
entrepreneurial role?  

2. Does use of these different coping strategies influence new venture performance? 
3. Does the level of challenge in stakeholders’ expectations expressed as role related 

stress moderate the influence of coping strategies on new venture performance? 

This article is organized as follows. First, we attempt to conceptually define a set of 
coping strategies derived from psychological, sociological, and organizational research 
on role stress. We then conceptually relate coping strategies to new venture performance 
and apply them to the entrepreneurship context. Thereafter, we present our research 
design, including the data sample and collection process as well as measurement. We 
subsequently report empirical results and follow with discussion and proposed 
implications and conclusions. 

2 Role expectations and coping strategies: Literature review 

From the early conception of role theory and its first studies in the 1950s (see, e.g., 
Getzels & Guba 1955, Gullahorn 1956), several different coping strategies have been 
proposed in response to overly challenging role expectations. As Lang & Markowitz 
(1986) and Folkman (1982) point out, no generally accepted models of coping strategies 
had existed. Today, to our knowledge, no widely acknowledged model has yet been 
presented. However, drawing from Levinson’s (1959) work and Hall’s (1972) conceptual 
extensions, two dimensions of coping strategies are acknowledged: role redefinition and 
role behavior.  

This study concurs with such conceptual development by including these two 
dimensions not only because they are conceivable dimensions, but also because they have 
theoretical and practical potential and correspond to a great number of proposed coping 
strategies in the role stress literature. Within each of these two dimensions, two further 
specific coping strategies can be identified and elaborated on. The following included: 
role redefinition strategies that focus on response to challenging role expectations by 
altering the external conception of a focal person’s role (i.e., structural role redefinition) 
or the internal conception of a focal person’s role (i.e., personal role redefinition); and 
role behavior–related coping strategies used in response to challenging role expectations 
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by adjusting behavior through attempts to improve role performance by working harder 
in response to expectations (i.e., reactive role behavior) or getting involved in distractions 
and recognizing impossibility in response to expectations (i.e., passive role behavior).  

Of specific interest in such a conceptualization is that the two proposed dimensions 
can positively and/or negatively affect new venture performance. First, the role 
redefinition dimension ranges from negotiating role expectations with stakeholders to 
changing one’s personal conception of how important it is to fulfill each expectation. 
When actively resolving challenging external conceptions, role redefinition is more likely 
to positively influence than to suppress new venture performance. Second, role behavior 
varies between being reactive and engaged in working harder or longer if needed to meet 
all expectations and being passive. Behaviors that attempt to meet all expectations are far 
more likely to result in positive performance than those that give up on stakeholder 
expectations. 

Structural role redefinition. With the structural role redefinition strategy, the 
entrepreneur tries to alter external, structurally imposed expectations of the role by 
negotiating those expectations with role senders (Hall 1972). Thereby, this coping 
strategy involves confronting stakeholders (role senders) to negotiate with role senders 
either role expectations or tasks to be performed (Hall 1972, Lang & Markowitz 1986). 
Thus, the entrepreneur can redefine the role by negotiating either means or ends of role 
expectations. For instance, means can be negotiated by delegating tasks and actively 
involving colleagues, coworkers, or members of the personal network such as family 
members or friends (Boyd & Gumpert 1983). Similarly, ends can be negotiated by 
reducing work requirements or extending the time to complete work (Elman & Gilbert 
1984).  

Personal role redefinition. The personal role redefinition coping strategy is activated 
when an entrepreneur changes his or her personal perceptions of role senders’ 
expectations (Hall 1972). This strategy involves changing priorities and dismissing some 
already-planned activities (Lang & Markowitz 1986) and declining additional 
responsibilities. Examples include refusing to start work with demanding certification 
processes (unless this is essential) before establishing the core business with functional 
production and logistics. Yet personal role redefinition does not imply only reduced tasks; 
it can also involve reduced effort, such as offering a lower quality of products or services 
(Hall 1972). Examples include pragmaticism, cutting corners, and compromising quality 
in accordance with given time and resources. 

Reactive role behavior corresponds to behavioral changes that result in increased role 
performance in the eyes of the stakeholders (Hall 1972). In this mode, an entrepreneur 
focuses more on carrying out tasks by working longer hours to meet stakeholder 
expectations (Lang & Markowitz 1986). Therefore, execution of such a strategy includes 
activities such as scheduling, organizing, and planning in an attempt to structure tasks so 
as to complete them in a more timely manner. In short, with reactive role behavior, 
entrepreneurs meet stakeholders’ expectations by working harder and longer.  

Passive role behavior results in diversions when unable to alter expectations. Although 
an entrepreneur realizes that expectations must be met, they cannot be met only through 
increased role performance (Hall 1972, Lang & Markowitz 1986). Hall (1972) originally 
classified reactive and passive orientation under a single coping strategy, though other 
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researchers (e.g., Lang & Markowitz 1986) later recognized the benefits of separating 
reactive and passive orientations when studying how individuals cope with role stress.  

3 Entrepreneurs’ coping strategies and new venture 
performance: Hypotheses  

We subsequently hypothesize the consequences of using the role redefinition and role 
behavior coping strategies on new venture performance. We focus on two types of 
relationships—direct and moderating effects—and specifically recognize that coping 
strategies can be functional or dysfunctional, depending on which strategy an 
entrepreneur uses in response to overly challenging role expectations. We start by 
elaborating on the direct effects of coping strategies on new venture performance. 

3.1  Role redefinition 

In the entrepreneurship context, role redefinition strategy assumes that an entrepreneur 
can mediate among different stakeholder interests, such that each stakeholder understands 
the scope of expectations a specific entrepreneur must deal with and how slightly 
adjusted expectations can resolve inconsistencies in such expectations. Through this 
mechanism, it is assumed that the entrepreneur influences new venture performance, as 
the strategy involves solving challenging expectations. To illustrate the use of role 
redefinition as a coping strategy to improve new venture performance, consider the 
entrepreneur who sits down with investors to openly discuss and negotiate tactical and 
strategic objectives. In addition, structural role redefinition might also resolve 
expectations that overload the time and resources at the entrepreneurs disposal through 
negotiating to reduce, reallocate, or reschedule performance to meet role expectations. 
Take, for example, initiating negotiations with customers on extended delivery times or 
terms of delivery. In negotiating the means to fulfill expectations, the entrepreneur 
delegates tasks by actively involving colleagues, coworkers or members of the personal 
network, such as family members or friends (Boyd & Gumpert 1983). Coping strategies 
that involve engaging the personal network and family in the new venture process have 
been frequently mentioned in the entrepreneurship literature (see e.g. Greve & Salaff 
2003). Similarly, of the entrepreneur can negotiate ends, such as reduced work 
requirements or time extensions to complete work (Elman & Gilbert 1984). For instance, 
creative entrepreneurs might dodge their investors to increase their time in the new 
venture process to realize the opportunity.  

When role expectations are successfully negotiated, the entrepreneur can then reduce 
inconsistencies, ambiguities, and excessive role expectations that obstruct performance 
potential. It follows that structural role redefinition should improve new venture 
performance, as the strategy involves resolving challenging role expectations (whether 
inconsistent, unclear or excessive). We propose the following: 

H1: Structural role redefinition positively affects new venture performance. 
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With the personal role redefinition strategy, an entrepreneur can reduce perceived 
inconsistent role expectations by prioritizing stakeholder expectations. By prioritizing 
expectations, the entrepreneur can ensure that the more important expectations are met and 
leave nonpriority expectations unfulfilled. Entrepreneurs often prioritize by focusing on 
tangible aspects; that is, meeting those expectations that can be estimated and leaving 
behind those in which the ambiguities cannot be cleared up. In short, by prioritizing 
among stakeholder expectations, the entrepreneur reduces his or her perception of 
excessive expectations and related uncertainty. For instance, if the entrepreneur reduces 
efforts in task performance, he or she can resolve perceptions of exceeding expectations 
and not fulfill the expectations. Despite the potential to reduce perceived challenges of 
stakeholder expectations through personal role redefinition, the strategy does not direct an 
entrepreneur to reduce efforts to complete work. The objective expectations remain and 
provoke possibilities for the entrepreneur to perform in the role. It is likely that the 
entrepreneur decides not to even try to meet some expectations. We therefore argue that 
personal role redefinition has a negative influence on new venture performance. We 
hypothesize the following: 

H2: Personal role redefinition negatively affects new venture performance. 

3.2   Role behavior 

Role behavior coping strategies direct the entrepreneur to focus on work processes, which 
thus affects new venture performance. By working harder, the entrepreneur likely reduces 
challenging expectations and secures a desired level of performance (Macan et al. 1990). 
Thus, by working harder and longer than usual, the entrepreneur can complete more work 
tasks and thereby respond to more expectations. Indeed, the entrepreneurship literature is 
full of examples that reflect such a strategy in entrepreneurs who on the stake of their 
family role extend their role-related commitments to acting in the role of being an 
entrepreneur (Shelton 2006). When focusing on work processes to become better 
organized, the entrepreneur can find ways to also meet expectations that initially 
appeared inconsistent. The entrepreneur can respond reactively or passively, both of 
which have different performance implications. Reactive role behavior can reduce 
uncertainties, as it involves planning and scheduling tasks to be performed. Thus, 
planning and organizing activities can help the entrepreneur clarify stakeholder 
expectations. As such, reactive role behavior can help overcome challenging expectations 
that obstruct the entrepreneur’s performance. Therefore, we propose the following: 

H3: Reactive role behavior positively affects new venture performance. 

Instances of passivity are often mentioned in the entrepreneurship literature. Boyd & 
Gumpert (1983) identify the strategy of ‘getting away from it all,’ which entrepreneurs 
value in reducing perceived challenging expectations, though it leaves an imprint on new 
venture performance. The authors point to examples of entrepreneurs arguing that taking 
a holiday could meaningfully reduce the perception of overwhelming stakeholder 
expectations. In short, passive role behavior can decrease the experience of inconsistent, 
vague, and excessive expectations by allowing the entrepreneur to keep his or her mind 
off of stressful activities. However, use of this coping strategy comes at the cost of 
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disengaging from role performance. Walking away from conflicting expectations can 
reduce the entrepreneur’s perception of the conflict. Similarly, the entrepreneur can use 
passive role behavior to disengage from ambiguous expectations, thereby not perceiving 
stress from ambiguities and not resolving the causes of such inconsistencies. In such 
cases, the entrepreneur reacts to explicit expectations at the time and thereafter takes time 
off. This is akin to a fire-fighting approach, in which only the most critically expressed 
expectations are resolved (Ekanem 2005). Likewise, the entrepreneur can choose to meet 
excessive role expectations by disengaging from challenging expectations. When the 
entrepreneur engages in diversions, he or she can get physical and mental rest while 
subconsciously processing, though leaving unfulfilled, challenging expectations. When 
giving up or withdrawing from challenging expectations, the underlying inconsistencies, 
ambiguities, or excessive role demands are not resolved and present a threat to good 
performance as an entrepreneur. This leads us to propose the following:  

H4: Passive role behavior negatively affects new venture performance. 

3.3   The moderating effect of role stress 

In determining the effects of each coping strategy on new venture performance, we 
expect that the effects vary depending on the level of perceived challenge and related role 
stress. Role stress experience corresponds to the degree to which overly inconsistent, 
unclear, or overwhelming role expectations obstruct performance (Beehr et al. 1976). 
Therefore, the relationship between coping strategies and new venture performance likely 
varies with the level of perceived role stress (Kahn et al. 1964).  

When the entrepreneur is exposed to higher levels of excessive, unclear, or 
overwhelming expectations (i.e., role stress), effects of coping strategies on new venture 
performance are likely more pronounced. The more challenging stakeholder expectations 
for performing well are more valuable to entrepreneur and deserve extra work effort 
(Elman & Gilbert 1984).  

Taken together, the larger are the challenges resolved, the larger is the impact on new 
venture performance. Consider these examples. Influence on new venture performance is 
likely more pronounced in resolving critical payment issues in order to pay for supplies 
before customer payments are registered than in negotiating clearer expectations on how 
to package the shipping delivery note for the customer. Similarly, hiding from more-
challenging expectations is likely more detrimental to the venture’s performance than is 
hiding from less important expectations. For instance, if the entrepreneur engages in 
diversions instead of attempting to resolve insecurities about regulatory expectations, the 
effect could devastate a new venture. However, if the entrepreneur prioritizes so as to not 
meet excessive customer expectations, the effect on new venture performance is not as 
drastic. This leads us to propose the following:  

H5: Entrepreneur role stress moderates the relationship between structural role 
redefinition and new venture performance.  
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H6: Entrepreneur role stress moderates the relationship between personal role 
redefinition and new venture performance.  

H7: Entrepreneur role stress moderates the relationship between reactive role 
behavior and new venture performance. 

H8: Entrepreneur role stress moderates the relationship between passive role 
behavior and new venture performance. 

4 Methodology 

4.1  Sample, procedures, and data collection 

The data used in the empirical analysis was collected in Slovenia in early summer 2006. 
The Slovenian context is specifically relevant to our research questions because the 
environment is dynamic, abundant with business opportunities and threats. The targeted 
population was Slovenian entrepreneurs who manage active small businesses. We 
targeted businesses that opened between 2000 and 2006 to sample young ventures in the 
early stages of growth. This is consistent with stage development theory in 
entrepreneurship, which identifies three distinct phases of a venture development: (1) 
preentry, (2) market entry, and (3) early growth (Kuratko & Hodgetts 1995). The duration 
from a startup to early growth depends on the congruence among venture opportunity, 
team, and resources but in general lasts from two to seven years. Thus, after identifying 
the population in the national statistical office database, we compiled the final empirical 
sample by randomly stratifying 300 cases from each year of the 2000–2006 period, so 
that the final empirical sample included 1800 Slovenian entrepreneurs who opened 
businesses between January 1, 2000, and December 31, 2005, and met our criteria. 
Questionnaires, with complete anonymity in responses and accompanying letters of 
request for participation, were administered using the national postal service, in order to 
follow responses and nonresponses. After three weeks, a reminder letter was sent to 
respondents who had not answered. An option of responding online was specifically 
offered. Finally, 300 questionnaires were returned, yielding an approximate 17% response 
rate, slightly higher than expected in such a population. Of those, 114 responses were 
deselected, as they did not fit the sample criteria, were returned to sender or explicitly 
declined participation. We used 183 cases in our analysis. Responses were well 
distributed over the sampling period: 28 from entrepreneurs who registered a new venture 
in 1999 and 32 from entrepreneurs who started a new venture in 2004. Of respondents, 
68% were male and 37% had prior experience in new ventures. Respondents mean age 
was 40, ranging between 24 and 64. The mean venture size was 11 employees.  
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4.2  The dependent variable 

We used a composite construct to capture the new venture performance variable (Covin 
& Slevin 1990). We measured the dependent variable on a seven-degree Likert scale, 
with response options ranging from ‘clearly below the average’ to ‘clearly above the 
average.’ Scale items measured and compared several financial and nonfinancial 
performance aspects and compared them with the industry average. Items included 
aspects such as profitability, customer satisfaction, and sales volume. Cronbach’s alpha 
was .76. 

4.3  Independent variables  

We measured the four coping strategies using a slightly modified scale from Lang and 
Markowitz’s (1986) original. We slightly refined the scale to better fit entrepreneurial 
contexts by conducting validating interviews with several entrepreneurs. The seven-
degree Likert scale for capturing the extent to which entrepreneurs used coping strategies 
ranged between ‘not at all’ and ‘very much.’ We briefly present each coping strategy 
below with item examples: 

Four items measured structural role redefinition. Example items include: When I have 
experienced work pressures (i.e., expectations on me have been unworkable) during the 
previous calendar year I have: (1) reduced amount of work required by successfully 
negotiating with others (e.g., customers, co-owners, employees); (2) gotten an extension 
of time by successfully negotiating with others; (3) gotten help from co-owners or 
coworkers or from spouse or others outside of work. The construct’s Cronbach’s alpha 
was .71. 

Seven items measured personal role redefinition, including the following examples: 
When I have experienced work pressures (i.e., expectations on me have been 
unworkable) during the previous calendar year I have: (1) changed my views of the 
importance of the things I had to do; (2) lowered my demands on myself by looking at all 
the positive things I’m doing; and (3) lowered my demands on myself by favorably 
comparing what I do to the things other people do. The construct’s Cronbach’s alpha was 
.73. 

Five items measured passive role behavior, including the following examples: When I 
have experienced work pressures (i.e., expectations on me have been unworkable) during 
the previous calendar year I have: (1) given up or stopped trying; (2) become involved 
with diversions (watched TV, etc.); and (3) withdrawn physically from the situation. The 
construct’s Cronbach’s alpha was .64. 

Six items measured reactive role behavior, including the following examples: When I 
have experienced work pressures (i.e., expectations on me have been unworkable) during 
the previous calendar year I have: (1) tried to meet all demands by doing everything 
expected of me; (2) worked harder than usual; and (3) worked longer than usual. The 
construct’s Cronbach’s alpha was .80. 
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4.4  Moderating variable 

The entrepreneur’s role stress variable measured levels at which stakeholder expectations 
are overly challenging. The role stress variable reflects inconsistent, unclear, or excessive 
stakeholder expectations that can result in role conflict, ambiguity, and overload. The 
construct composite included 11 items from Rizzo et al. (1970) role conflict and role 
ambiguity scales and from Beehr et al. (1976) role overload scale. We adapted scale items 
to reflect entrepreneurial contexts, including items such as for instance: I often do things 
that tend to be accepted by one stakeholder of the venture (e.g., customers, co-owners, 
employees) but not by others; It is clear to me what has to be done in order to take care of 
my venture in a good way; I don’t have time to finish my job. The construct’s Cronbach’s 
alpha was .66, and it has shown good reliability in previous research (Lysonski & 
Andrews 1990, Veloutsou & Panigyrakis 2004).  

4.5  Control variables 

Following other studies of new venture performance, we controlled for the effects of 
venture age, entrepreneur’s age, and entrepreneur’s experience of starting ventures.  

5 Results 

Table 1 shows results of the hierarchical regression analysis. The first model included 
relationships between the dependent variable and all independent variables (i.e., direct 
effects model). Consecutively, we inserted interaction terms to test several alternative 
models (i.e., indirect effects model). Test statistics of all models were significant, 
explaining between 9% and 11.3% of new venture performance variability (adjusted R2). 
Regression results exhibited that three of four coping strategies were significantly related 
to new venture performance (i.e., direct effects model). In support of H1, we found that 
structural role redefinition significantly and positively influences new venture 
performance (β = .133; p < .05). Results also support H2, the hypothesized negative 
influence of personal role redefinition on new venture performance (β = -.174; p <.05). 
Results did empirically support H3, which hypothesized a significant positive influence 
of reactive role behavior on new venture performance (β = .146; p < .05). However, 
results did not empirically support H4, a negative influence of passive role behavior on 
new venture performance.  

We found limited support for the hypothesized moderating effects of role stress. Role 
stress moderates a significant relationship between reactive role behavior and new 
venture performance. The explained variance of the direct effect model increased by 2.3 
percentage points with inclusion of moderating effects (βinteraction effect = -.221; p 
<.05). The level of perceived role stress did not moderate other direct relationships 
between coping strategies and venture performance. Hence, only H7 was supported 
among the moderation hypotheses.  
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Table 1. Results of Hierarchical Regression. 

Variable or Statistic Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 
Role stress .188 

(.108) 
.185 

(.109) 
.192 

(.111) 
.206 

(.107) 
.166 

(.108) 
Structural role redefinition .133* 

(.057) 
.132* 
(.057) 

.133* 
(.057) 

.154* 
(.057) 

.135* 
(.056) 

Personal role redefinition -.174* 
(.084) 

-.177* 
(.085) 

-.172* 
(.085) 

-.184* 
(.083) 

-.192* 
(.084) 

Reactive role behavior .146* 
(.073) 

.146* 
(.073) 

.145 
(.074) 

.104 
(.074) 

.160* 
(.073) 

Passive role behavior -.078 
(.101) 

-.076 
(.102) 

-.077 
(.102) 

-.114 
(.101) 

-.082 
(.101) 

Role stress*Structural role 
redefinition 

 .036 
(.076) 

   

Role stress*Personal role 
redefinition 

  -.013 
(.083) 

  

Role stress*Reactive role 
behavior 

   -.221* 
(.095) 

 

Role stress*Passive role 
behavior 

    .162 
(.101) 

Intercept 4.392*** 
(.069) 

4.389*** 
(.069) 

4.395*** 
(.071) 

4.438*** 
(.071) 

4.391*** 
(.069) 

R2 .090 .086 .085 .113 .098 
ΔR2 from Model 1 - -.004 -.005 .023 .008 
Test Statistic F(5, 177) = 

4.616 
F(6, 176) = 

3.867 
F(6, 176) = 

3.830 
F(6, 176) = 

4.848 
F(6, 176) = 

4.309 
Sig. Prob. < .001 Prob. < .001 Prob. < .001 Prob. < .001 Prob. < .001 
Dependent: New venture performance; Unstandardized coefficients are reported, standard errors 
are given within parentheses. 
*<.05; **<.01; ***<.001 

6 Discussion and further research opportunities 

The purpose of this research was to study four coping strategies that entrepreneurs can 
use to manage challenging stakeholder expectations. Converging evidence from 
psychology and general management literature shows that the effective use of coping 
strategies largely affects performance. Although often used in psychology and 
management literature, coping strategies have not often been analyzed in the 
entrepreneurship research, despite the intuitive salience of such strategies in 
entrepreneurs’ daily lives, which this empirical study verifies. Overall, empirical findings 
indicate that coping strategies based on structural role redefinition and/or reactive role 
behavior positively affect new venture performance. On the other hand, coping strategies 
that suppress perceived challenging expectations by personal role redefinition have a 
significant, negative effect on new venture performance. Our findings also suggest that 



 

 

238

 

the strength of relationship between reactive role behavior and new venture performance 
depends on the perceived role stress, which in turn depends on the level of challenge of 
stakeholder expectations that an entrepreneur experiences. Therefore, the nature of 
relationships between an entrepreneur and stakeholders is not homogenous, which can 
significantly explain why some entrepreneurs quit early while others sustain and prosper. 
This research highlights the importance of entrepreneurs’ social context, often defined by 
stakeholders conflicting expectations, and how entrepreneurs dynamically adapt to their 
environments.  

As this study is one of the first attempts to analyze the influence of coping strategies in 
the entrepreneurial setting, it is not without limitations. There are limitations related to 
the empirical sample characteristics and the measurement instrument. First, this study 
uses a cross-sectional, one-country sample. It is possible that cultural, historical, or other 
environmental characteristics influence the data and bias the study’s results. Therefore, 
we call for replications and further testing of the framework on empirical samples in 
other settings. Second, as an initial effort in studying coping strategies, the cross-sectional 
stratified data sample served its purpose. However, in the future, it is important to study 
coping strategies over and across different time frames using longitudinal research 
design. The measurement instrument we used was simplistic, enabling us to study coping 
strategies at a quite abstract level. In the future, we suggest attempts to develop coping 
strategies scales that enable a more detailed perspective of the influence of coping 
strategies on venture performance. Future developments of the measurement instrument 
would benefit from refinement of structural constraints (i.e., those that cannot be 
violated) and normative constraints (i.e., those that are, in practice, often violated) when 
analyzing types of expectations, coping strategies, and their effect on new venture 
performance. A deeper insight into the effectual relevance of coping strategies could be 
gained by extending the conceptual framework to include hypothesized antecedents of 
coping strategies. This would encourage deeper understanding of what drives 
entrepreneurs in selecting different coping strategies.  

By unveiling influences of different types of coping strategies on new venture 
performance, our results provide meaningful implications for practicing entrepreneurs. 
Since entrepreneurs experience time and resource constraints, information on which 
strategies work effectively helps them decide where to direct scarce personal resources. 
There are also implications for entrepreneurship researchers, as only a minority of 
entrepreneurship studies have so far considered how entrepreneurs manage stakeholders’ 
relationships.  

To conclude, two goals motivated this analysis of the effects of coping strategies on 
venture performance. First, we developed a model of different types of coping strategies 
applicable to entrepreneurship, and second we tested the model on a data sample 
consisting of several entrepreneurial ventures in their infancy. Drawing from the 
psychology and management literature, we found that structural role redefinition and 
reactive role behavior coping strategies positively affect new venture performance. Our 
findings also suggest that the strength of the relationship between reactive role behavior 
and new venture performance depends on the level of perceived challenges and role-
related stress. Taken together, our results indicate that current and nascent entrepreneurs 
can benefit from training in stakeholder management. Such training could focus on how 
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entrepreneurs can negotiate demands and expectations with stakeholders, conflict 
resolution, and relationship management. 
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