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How do prior experiences shape an
entrepreneur's approach to risk and

planning?

Corporate and startup backgrounds produce distinct strategic orientations in nascent

entrepreneurs
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very entrepreneur enters their venture with a
E strategic disposition—an orientation toward risk

and a preference for how much to plan. These
are not personality quirks. They are cognitive
frameworks shaped by concrete experiences: the
industries a founder has worked in, the number of
ventures they have launched, the time they have spent
in uncertain environments. Understanding where
these orientations come from matters because they
influence the decisions entrepreneurs make under
pressure, and those early decisions set the trajectory of
the venture.

This study examines how prior work experience and
perceived environmental dynamism shape two specific
strategic orientations in nascent entrepreneurs: risk
orientation (whether entrepreneurs frame risk as
threat or opportunity) and prediction orientation
(whether they rely on forecasting or prefer adaptive,
action-based approaches).

WHAT WE STUDIED

The researchers surveyed 262 nascent entrepreneurs
in Germany, all actively developing new ventures but
not yet generating sustainable income. Participants
were recruited from four major business plan
competitions. The study wused validated survey
instruments to measure risk and prediction
orientations alongside detailed information on each
entrepreneur’s professional

perception of market conditions.

background and

Two types of prior experience were examined:
experience in established firms (both large and small)
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and experience in startups (measured both as time
spent and number of ventures). The environmental
variable was perceived dynamism—how unpredictable
and fast-changing founders believed their market to
be. The analysis controlled for demographics,
education, and industry sector.

KEY INSIGHTS

Corporate experience makes entrepreneurs more optimistic
about risk

Founders who had worked in established firms—
whether large corporations or smaller companies—
were significantly more likely to view risk as a source
of opportunity rather than a threat. The mechanism
aligns with human capital theory: professional
experience in structured environments builds
confidence in decision-making and provides mental
models for navigating complexity. These entrepreneurs
had seen risk managed before and came to believe it
could be managed again.

Startup experience has a split effect

The relationship between startup experience and risk
orientation depends on how you measure it. Founders
with extensive time in startups focused more on
downside risk—perhaps because prolonged exposure to
instability breeds caution. Those who had launched
multiple ventures, however, leaned toward the upside.
Serial entrepreneurs appear to develop resilience and
pattern recognition that make them more comfortable
with uncertainty. The distinction matters: depth of
exposure and breadth of exposure produce opposite
effects on how founders perceive risk.



Uncertain environments push entrepreneurs away from
planning

Founders who perceived their market as dynamic and
unpredictable were less likely to rely on forecasting
and formal planning. Instead, they gravitated toward
effectual logic—working with available resources,
testing ideas quickly, and adjusting based on feedback
rather than projections. This finding is consistent with
effectuation theory, which argues that in genuinely
uncertain conditions, prediction-based strategies are
unreliable and adaptability becomes the superior
approach.

Risk and prediction orientations have different roots

One of the study’s clearest findings is that these two
orientations develop through different channels. Risk
orientation is primarily shaped by individual
experience—the founder’s personal history with
success, failure, and organizational exposure.
Prediction orientation responds more to perceived
environmental conditions—how much the market
rewards planning versus improvisation. This means
the same person can be simultaneously bold about risk
and skeptical about the value of detailed forecasts.
Recognizing that these orientations are independent,
not opposite ends of a spectrum, helps explain the
diversity of strategic behavior among entrepreneurs.

TAKEAWAYS

Experience shapes strategic DNA

The kind of work experience a founder carries into a
venture is not just a line on a CV. It actively shapes how
they perceive risk and approach strategy. Founders—
and those who advise or invest in them-—should
understand these patterns, because what looks like
boldness or caution may be a direct product of prior
professional context rather than innate personality.

Match planning intensity to environmental conditions

In stable industries, detailed forecasting and planning
pay off. In volatile or fast-moving markets, rigid
planning can become a liability. Entrepreneurs
entering uncertain sectors benefit more from adaptive
strategies that preserve flexibility, even if this feels less
rigorous than a polished business plan.

Balance teams by strategic orientation

Founding teams benefit from cognitive diversity.
Pairing a risk-optimistic entrepreneur with a more
cautious partner, or combining a planner with an
improviser, creates a more robust decision-making
process. The danger is homogeneity—teams that all
lean the same way are more likely to miss signals or
overcommit to a single approach.

IMPACT

This research contributes to the growing literature on
the cognitive micro-foundations of entrepreneurial
strategy. It shows that strategic orientations are not
fixed traits but learned responses shaped by
professional history and environmental perception.
For entrepreneurship education and mentoring, the
implication is that training should include not just
tools and frameworks but structured self-reflection on
how prior experience colors strategic judgment.

The findings also speak to contexts beyond pure
startups. In any organization where leaders must
navigate  uncertainty—including family firms,
corporate  ventures, and social enterprises—
understanding the experiential roots of strategic
orientation can improve team composition, leadership
development, and decision-making processes.

RECOMMENDATIONS

1. Diversify professional exposure early. Aspiring
entrepreneurs and next-generation leaders benefit
from working in both corporate and startup
settings to develop a balanced strategic mindset.

2. Calibrate planning to context. Avoid over-

investing in detailed forecasts when operating in
Adopt effectual
where uncertainty is genuine.

volatile markets. approaches

3. Use strategic self-assessment. Founders should
examine their own biases toward risk and
planning through coaching, peer feedback, or
structured reflection exercises.

4. Compose teams deliberately. Build founding or
leadership teams that include a mix of strategic
orientations to avoid collective blind spots.
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