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1.1. Introduction  

This thesis studies the relationship between socio-cultural contexts and 

entrepreneurship. It departs from the question “Given that entrepreneurs are rare and 

economically valuable, are there certain socio-cultural contexts which are more efficient 

at ‘producing’ and ‘enabling’ them?” As such, it is rooted in the comparative stream of 

international entrepreneurship research (Coviello, McDougall, & Oviatt, 2011; Jones, 

Coviello, & Tang, 2011; Terjesen, Hessels, & Li, 2016; Verbeke & Ciravegna, 2018). 

The role of socio-cultural as well as economic and formal institutional contexts in 

understanding variation in entrepreneurship manifests itself at three levels of analysis: at 

the national level, within countries across regions, and within countries across immigrant 

groups from different countries of origins. Since variations in entrepreneurial activity 

across contexts are at the core of this thesis, I begin by describing differences in 

entrepreneurship as captured by self-employment rates across nations, regions, and 

immigrant groups to motivate the subsequent analyses. First, cross-national differences 

in current self-employment rates around the world are substantial (see Figure 1.1). The 

rate of self-employment is below 10% in, amongst others, Denmark, Estonia, Libya, 

Norway, Russia, Saudi Arabia, and Sweden, while it is above 70% in, for example, Angola, 

India, Madagascar, and Tanzania (WDI 2016-2018, World Bank, 2019). Moreover, these 

international differences in self-employment rates are also of considerable persistence. 

This is illustrated in Figure 1.2 which plots current levels of self-employment against past 

self-employment rates 20 years ago. As the figure highlights, self-employment rates 20 

years ago can explain 96% of the variation in current self-employment rates.  
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Figure 1.1: Self-employment rates across countries 

 
Note: Plotted are international differences in self-employment rates. Data stem from the World 
Development Indicators and are averaged over the years 2016 to 2018 (World Bank, 2019).  
 
 

Figure 1.2: Persistent differences in self-employment rates across countries 

 
Note: Plotted are past national-level self-employment rates against current self-employment rates. Data 
stem from the World Development Indicators (World Bank, 2019). Current self-employment rates are 
averaged over 2016, 2017, and 2018, and self-employment rates 20 years ago are the averaged over the 
period 1996-1998. Abbreviations follow the World Bank nomenclature.   
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Second, within countries, across sub-national regions, there also exists a substantial 

degree of variation in levels of self-employment. For example, in the United Kingdom, self-

employment rates vary between 9% in West-Central Scotland and 22% in Cornwall, and, 

in France, self-employment rates vary between 7% in Nord-Pas de Calais-Picardie and 

18% in Corse (Eurostat DB regio, 2016-2018, Eurostat, 2019a). To get a sense of the 

relative magnitude of within- and across-country differences in self-employment, current 

national-level self-employment rates (represented by black dots) and current regional-

level self-employment rates (represented by grey dots) are shown in Figure 1.3. Just like 

international differences, also subnational regional-level differences are persistent. This 

is visible from Figure 1.4, which plots current levels of self-employment against past levels 

of self-employment. 

 

Figure 1.3: Within- and across-country variation in current self-employment rates in Europe  

 
Note: The figure shows national-level (plotted in black) and regional-level self-employment rates (plotted 
in grey). Eurostat data are averaged over the period 2016-2018. The regional level is the subnational NUTS1-
level as defined by the European Nomenclature of territorial units for statistics version 2019 and 
abbreviations follow the European Nomenclature (Eurostat, 2015, 2019a, 2019b).  
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Figure 1.4: Persistent differences in self-employment rates across European sub-national 
regions 

 
Note: Plotted are past regional-level self-employment rates (averaged over 1999 to 2001) against current 
self-employment rates (averaged over 2016-2018). Data stem from Eurostat, the regional level is NUTS1, 
and the abbreviations shown correspond to the European nomenclature of territorial units for statistics 
version 2019 (Eurostat, 2015, 2019a, 2019b). 

 

Third, there is substantial within-country variation in self-employment rates across 

immigrants from different countries of origin. This is highlighted in Figure 1.5, which plots 

the self-employment rates of different immigrant groups in the U.S. onto the world map 

by country of origin. It shows that, for example, 25% of Greek immigrants and 20% of 

Turkish immigrant in the United States are self-employed, while for immigrants from the 

Philippines this rate is only 5% (IPUMS USA, American Community Surveys 2007-2017, 

Ruggles et al., 2019). Comparing contemporaneous and past self-employment rates across 

immigrant groups, there also appears to be a considerable degree of stability in these 

differences, as shown in Figure 1.6. 
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Figure 1.5: Differences in current self-employment rates across immigrant groups 

 
Note: The figure shows the average self-employment rates of immigrants by country of origin. The 
underlying data stem from the American Community Surveys 2007-2017 obtained from IPUMS USA 
(Ruggles et al., 2019). Included are first-generation immigrants aged between 18 and 65 who have lived in 
the U.S. for at least 10 years and were older than 18 years at the time of immigration. Only individuals who 
are active in the labor force and work in non-agricultural industries are considered. Excluded are 
immigrants who only indicated their broad geographical origin (e.g. European or Africa). I impose a 
threshold of at least 25 observations per country of origin and exclude countries of origin which cannot be 
matched to currently existing countries. More than 600.000 individual-level observations are used in 
calculating these averages.  

  

Figure 1.6: Persistent differences in self-employment rates across immigrant groups 

 
Note: The figure plots the average contemporaneous self-employment rates of immigrants against their past 
self-employment rates. The self-employment rates were calculated based on IPUMS USA data (Ruggles et al., 
2019) using information from the U.S. Decennial Census 1970 and 1980 and the American Community 
Surveys 2007-2017. Included are first-generation immigrants aged 18 to 65 who have lived in the U.S. for at 
least 10 years and were older than 18 years at the time of immigration. Only individuals who are active in 
the labor force and work in non-agricultural industries are considered. Excluded are immigrants who 
indicated their broad geographical origin (e.g. European or Africa). I impose a threshold of at least 25 
observations per country of origin and I exclude countries of origin which cannot be matched to currently 
existing countries and former planned economies. 
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These observed differences in entrepreneurial activity suggest that while 

individuals’ characteristics as well as the economic and institutional context individuals 

are embedded in likely play an important role in shaping entrepreneurship, these factors 

cannot provide a sufficient account for the pronounced and persistent differences in 

entrepreneurship at different levels of analysis (Freytag & Thurik, 2007; Fritsch & 

Wyrwich, 2019). First, individual-level explanations are unlikely to be satisfactory in 

explaining stable macro-level differences. Second, economic and formal institutional 

conditions change more quickly than socio-cultural conditions (Roland, 2004; Williamson, 

2000) and thus are unlikely to be able to explain persistent differences in entrepreneurial 

activity. Third, since economic and formal institutional factors vary primarily across 

countries, they are important for explaining cross-country differences in 

entrepreneurship, but they are unlikely to have strong explanatory power at lower levels 

of aggregation, such as within countries across regions or ethnic groups.  

The following sections are structured as follows: First, the motivation for studying 

entrepreneurship and common conceptualizations of entrepreneurship are discussed. 

Second, the comparative entrepreneurship literature is introduced. Third, the empirical 

chapters of this thesis are summarized. 

1.2. Entrepreneurship  

There are two complementary views on why entrepreneurship constitutes an interesting 

and relevant phenomenon from both a scholarly and a policy perspective. On the one hand, 

drawing on Schumpeter (1934), entrepreneurship has been argued to be of central 

importance for economic development (Carree & Thurik, 2003; Glaeser, Kerr, & Kerr, 
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2015; Wennekers & Thurik, 1999; Wennekers, van Stel, Carree, & Thurik, 2010). After a 

substantial period of scholarly and policy neglect (Baumol, 1968; Leibenstein, 1968), 

entrepreneurship made its way back into academic and popular discourse starting in the 

1980’s with the observation that a large share of job creation took place in small rather 

than large firms (Birch, 1981, 1987) and because of a substantial reallocation of economic 

activity from larger to smaller firms (Wennekers & Thurik, 1999). In light of this renewed 

interest, entrepreneurship has been associated with employment generation, productivity 

increases through reallocation of resources, the generation and commercialization of 

(high-quality) innovation, as well as the generation and exploitation of knowledge 

spillovers (Acs, Audretsch, & Lehmann, 2013; Audretsch & Keilbach, 2007; Braunerhjelm, 

Acs, Audretsch, & Carlsson, 2010; Caves, 1998; Glaeser et al., 2015; Thurik, Carree, Stel, & 

Audretsch, 2008; Van Praag & Versloot, 2007). The motivation for studying 

entrepreneurship in this view is rooted in its economic benefits, which is a frequently 

pursued avenue, especially within economics.  

On the other hand, there also is a growing interest in studying entrepreneurship that 

departs from the observation that entrepreneurship is associated with a range of benefits 

for individuals’ well-being. Against a background of procedural utility theory, 

entrepreneurship has been linked, for example, with higher job and life satisfaction, 

positive affect, and health (Benz & Frey, 2008a, 2008b; Blanchflower, 2000; Fuchs-

Schündeln, 2009; Nikolova, 2019; Wiklund, Nikolaev, Shir, Foo, & Bradley, 2019). Given a 

generally increasing interest in understanding and promoting wellbeing (Wiklund et al., 

2019) and changing cultural values towards post-materialism, indulgence, and joy 
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(Beugelsdijk & Welzel, 2018; Delhey, 2010; Inglehart, 2018; Inglehart & Baker, 2000) this 

perspective is also gaining increasing prominence.  

These two perspectives have implications for the conceptualization of 

entrepreneurship. For example, departing from the economic interest in 

entrepreneurship would warrant a focus on innovative high-growth enterprises, IPO’s, 

and intrapreneurship within existing firms. Departing from the emancipative-wellbeing 

view, on the other hand, broadens the scope of entrepreneurship to also include forms of 

entrepreneurship which foster individuals’ wellbeing and may be less relevant for driving 

economic growth. While these views do not constitute a dichotomy, they suggest 

complementary conceptualizations. This is reflected in the long-standing debates on what 

constitutes entrepreneurship and how it should be studied (cf. Aldrich & Ruef, 2018; 

Carland, Hoy, Boulton, & Carland, 1984; Davidsson, 2016; Henrekson & Sanandaji, 2014, 

2019; Parker, 2018; Welter, Baker, Audretsch, & Gartner, 2017). 

In this thesis, I follow the standard approach in the comparative international 

entrepreneurship literature (Blanchflower, Oswald, & Stutzer, 2001; Estrin, Mickiewicz, & 

Stephan, 2016; Gohmann, 2012; Levie & Autio, 2011; Stephan & Pathak, 2016; Stephan & 

Uhlaner, 2010) and I draw on the frequently used organizational and occupational 

conceptualizations (Audretsch, 2014; Parker, 2018). Entrepreneurship refers to 

individuals’ actions towards starting a new business as well as to the occupational choice 

of running a business. In extensions, I also distinguish between incorporated and 

unincorporated self-employment (Levine & Rubinstein, 2017). This approach enables and 

facilitates studying socio-cultural effects in entrepreneurship because it allows for 
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conceptualizing entrepreneurship as an individual-level phenomenon which is embedded 

in its socio-cultural context (Autio, Pathak, & Wennberg, 2013; Stephan & Pathak, 2016). 

1.3. Comparative international entrepreneurship research 

Entrepreneurship does not take place in vacuum but is embedded in its context and a 

rapidly growing body of research is advancing the contextualization of entrepreneurship 

(Autio, Kenney, Mustar, Siegel, & Wright, 2014; Baker, Gedajlovic, & Lubatkin, 2005; Baker 

& Welter, 2018; Urbano, Aparicio, & Audretsch, 2019; Welter, 2011; Welter, Gartner, & 

Wright, 2016; Zahra & Wright, 2011; Zahra, Wright, & Abdelgawad, 2014).  

In approaching entrepreneurship from a comparative perspective, two frequently 

used theoretical lenses are New Institutional Economics (North, 1991; Williamson, 2000) 

and Institutional Theory (Scott, 2014). New Institutional Economics conceptualizes 

institutions as ‘the rules of the game’ which impose constraints on individuals’ actions. It 

distinguishes between formal and informal institutions. Informal institutions –such as 

shared values systems and norms– are deeply held, change slowly, and condition formal 

institutions (North, 1991; Williamson, 2000). Institutional theory offers a complementary 

view which highlights that institutions not only impose constraints on action but also 

guide and infuse it with meaning through taken-for-granted shared norms and 

(isomorphic) legitimacy pressures (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Meyer & Rowan, 1977). To 

conceptualize these influences, institutional theory distinguishes between the regulative, 

normative, and cultural-cognitive institutional dimensions (Scott, 2014).  

Using these two theoretical lenses, comparative entrepreneurship research assesses 

formal and informal institutional factors in entrepreneurship. The first stream, mostly 
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rooted in new institutional economics, addresses how formal institutional quality and 

specific regulations shape entrepreneurial activity (Aidis, Estrin, & Mickiewicz, 2008, 

2012; Baumol, 1990; Bruno, Bytchkova, & Estrin, 2013; Ciccone & Papaioannou, 2007; 

Djankov, 2009; Djankov, Porta, Lopez-de-Silanes, Shleifer, & La Porta, 2002; Estrin, 

Korosteleva, & Mickiewicz, 2013; Klapper, Laeven, & Rajan, 2006; Levie & Autio, 2011; 

McMullen, Bagby, & Palich, 2008; Sobel, 2008). The second stream, rooted in new 

institutional economics or institutional theory as well as cross-cultural theory (Hofstede, 

Hofstede, & Minkov, 2010; House, Hanges, Javidan, Dorfman, & Gupta, 2004; Schwartz, 

2006), relates variations in cultural norms and values to differences in entrepreneurship 

(Autio et al., 2013; Begley & Tan, 2001; Davidsson & Wiklund, 1997; Jennings, Greenwood, 

Lounsbury, & Suddaby, 2013; Mueller & Thomas, 2001; Stephan & Pathak, 2016; Stephan 

& Uhlaner, 2010). Notwithstanding few exceptions (e.g. Estrin, Mickiewicz, & Stephan, 

2013; Stephan, Uhlaner, & Stride, 2015), reviews in both streams of comparative 

entrepreneurship research lament their respective singular focus on either formal or 

informal institutions which poses several conceptual hurdles and concerns (Bjørnskov & 

Foss, 2016; Bruton, Ahlstrom, & Li, 2010). 

The increasing interest in contextualizing entrepreneurship and in understanding in 

particular the role played by culture, paired with the growing availability of large-scale 

comparative datasets such as the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (Reynolds et al., 2005), 

have fueled an exponential growth of knowledge in recent years. However, despite 

manifold analyses, the relation between culture and entrepreneurship has remained 

elusive and the literature is rife with mixed findings (see Hayton & Cacciotti, 2013 for a 
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recent review) because there are various conceptual and empirical challenges such as 

endogeneity (Bruton et al., 2010; Hayton, George, & Zahra, 2002). Specifically, I suspect 

that the mixed findings are driven on the one hand by pooling distinct mechanisms 

through which socio-cultural contexts influence entrepreneurship and on the other hand 

by the difficulty of empirically identifying and isolating these socio-cultural effects.  

Therefore, the underlying premise of this thesis is that more clarity on the 

underlying mechanisms and conceptual identification is needed to further improve our 

understanding of the role of socio-cultural contexts in entrepreneurship. This motivates 

the overarching goal of this dissertation: To develop and expand three hitherto 

unexplored perspectives on the influence of socio-cultural contexts on entrepreneurship 

by bridging and synthesizing disjoint streams of research in the spirit of Merton’s theories 

of the middle range (Merton, 1967). The overarching umbrella of this dissertation are the 

proposed perspectives as ways of structuring theorizing and testing which are expected 

to yield both substantive and methodological contributions to comparative international 

entrepreneurship research. 

1.4. Overview of this thesis and reading guide 

The chapters of this thesis fit together under the umbrella of comparative international 

entrepreneurship research and they are interrelated theoretically, conceptually, and 

empirically. This thesis is written in the form of standalone chapters which can be read 

chronologically or independently. Because the chapters address related questions, some 

minor overlaps are unavoidable in fostering overall readability of the thesis as well as in 

particular the readability of individual chapters.  
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In the following, each chapter will be shortly summarized. In the second chapter, 

“The changing role of social capital during the venture creation process: A multi-level study” 

I assess how the generally positive impact of societal social capital at the regional level 

changes over the course of the process of creating a venture. The key argument of this 

chapter is that the relevance of regional social capital is contingent upon the situational 

characteristics and hurdles faced by entrepreneurs in different stages of the venture 

establishment process. As I argue, the effect of regional social capital on venture 

emergence should be largest when individuals who want to become entrepreneurs 

attempt to mobilize the required resources prior to formally starting a venture. This 

chapter bridges two broad streams of research, entrepreneurship process studies and 

comparative entrepreneurship research. Entrepreneurship process studies have 

empirically documented that the influence of individual- and national-level determinants 

change over the course of the venture creation process. However, these have paid only 

limited attention to the regional social context within which entrepreneurship occurs 

(however, see Mickiewicz, Nyakudya, Theodorakopoulos, & Hart, 2017). Comparative 

entrepreneurship research, on the other hand, has drawn on multi-level models to analyze 

how contextual determinants influence entrepreneurship. However, it has not 

incorporated an explicit process view. Using a societal social capital perspective (Putnam, 

1993, 2000) and drawing on insights regarding the regional embeddedness of 

entrepreneurship, I combine the dynamic process perspective and the contextualized 

comparative perspectives to advance our understanding of entrepreneurship as a 
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dynamic process in which the regional social context has a profound and changing 

influence during the venture creation process.  

To study the changing role of regional social capital during the venture creation 

process, I conceptualize the venture creation process as a set of transitions through the 

sequential stages (0) never considered entrepreneurship, (1) pre-establishment, (2) 

young venture towards running (3) an established venture. I create a unique dataset based 

on cross-sectional data of 22,878 individuals and established regional social capital 

indicators for 110 regions nested within 22 European countries. Using novel multi-level 

models with random regional and country fixed effects, I relate regional social capital to 

the likelihood that individuals have advanced beyond a certain entrepreneurial 

engagement stage compared to individuals who are currently at this stage of engagement.  

I find a positive effect of regional social capital on transitioning from wanting to 

become an entrepreneur to formally establishing a business, and I find no evidence of 

regional social capital effects in initial interest in and steps towards entrepreneurship, or 

the survival odds of young ventures. This supports the hypotheses of a positive and 

changing effect of regional social capital on venture establishment. Furthermore, I show 

that this positive relation is primarily driven by regional social capital that enhances 

network reach and diversity. The results of this chapter shed light on the underlying 

dynamics of the venture creation process and demonstrate that regional social capital 

which was generated in a non-economic context constitute a public good that is beneficial 

also in other spheres, such as for entrepreneurship.  
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In the third chapter, “Cultural Roots of Entrepreneurship: Evidence from Second-

Generation Immigrants”, I demonstrate that culture exerts a statistically significant and 

quantitatively important effect on entrepreneurship. Although a large literature has 

argued that national culture plays an important role in explaining the international 

variation in entrepreneurial activity, the existing empirical evidence is rather mixed and 

evidence for a causal effect of culture is lacking. Identifying the effect of culture on 

entrepreneurship is difficult because the central macro-level determinants of 

entrepreneurship, culture, formal institutions, and economic development, also influence 

each other reciprocally and hence vary simultaneously across nations.  

To isolate the effect of national entrepreneurial culture on entrepreneurship I study 

the self-employment choices of second-generation immigrants who were born, raised and 

currently reside in the same country. They face the same markets and institutions but they 

potentially differ in their cultural heritage as influenced by their parents’ country of origin. 

I argue that entrepreneurship is influenced by deeply held intergenerationally transmitted 

values and that second-generation immigrants are more likely to become entrepreneurs 

if their parents stem from countries characterized by an entrepreneurial culture. 

Entrepreneurial culture is proxied for by long-run averages of past self-employment rates. 

These rates reflect the country’s economic and institutional environment as well as the 

underlying preferences and values of its population. Because second-generation 

immigrants were born and reside in another country only the intergenerationally 

transmitted cultural component is of potential relevance. I test the predictions using a 
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sample of more than 55.000 second-generation Americans from 40 countries of ancestry 

and multi-level modeling.  

I find that entrepreneurial cultures are transmitted intergenerationally and have a 

significant positive effect on the likelihood that individuals become entrepreneurs. 

Second-generation immigrants originating from countries with a strong entrepreneurial 

culture are more likely to be themselves entrepreneurs than otherwise identical 

individuals originating from countries with a weak entrepreneurial culture. I replicate 

these findings for a sample of second-generation Europeans and I introduce a novel 

identification strategy that rests on exploiting ancestral-group-level differences in 

entrepreneurship propensities across immigrant groups. This research on the link 

between culture and entrepreneurship highlights the profound impact of culture on 

entrepreneurship. This can provide an explanation for the strong persistence in 

entrepreneurship rates that existing research has documented. Moreover, since I observe 

similar effects for American and European second-generation immigrants, it highlights 

that entrepreneurial culture is transmitted intergenerationally in distinct contexts. 

Overall, this analysis highlights the profound and likely casual impact of culture on 

entrepreneurship.  

In the fourth chapter, “How does culture influence entrepreneurship: Evidence from 

the aggregate traits perspective”, I unpack the home country effect from Chapter 3 by 

relating second-generation immigrants’ odds of becoming self-employed to specific 

aggregate entrepreneurial traits. While in Chapter 3 I propose a method to identify the 

effect of culture on entrepreneurship in general, Chapter 4 extends this identification 
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challenge to study the different channels through which culture influences 

entrepreneurship. Studies on culture and entrepreneurship generally draw on three main 

theoretical channels: the aggregate psychological traits view, the legitimacy view, and the 

social support view. These channels are conceptually distinct and yield partially opposing 

theoretical predictions. Because these theoretical channels and measures thereof co-vary 

across nations they have to date not been disentangled. This poses a challenge since it 

impedes the analysis of the mechanisms through which culture influences 

entrepreneurship. Therefore, I focus on the aggregate traits perspective and in particular 

on the well-established traits risk-taking propensity, need for achievement, and need for 

autonomy. These traits, even though often conceptualized at the individual level, have 

deep cultural roots. Societies which emphasize these traits will socialize individuals such 

that a larger share of the population exhibits them, which fosters latent and observed 

entrepreneurship. At the same time, societies that emphasize entrepreneurial traits will 

also eventually develop institutions which reflect the underlying values and traits of the 

population and provide support to entrepreneurs, a notion captured in the legitimacy 

view. 

To isolate the role of culture operating through the aggregate traits perspective from 

other theoretical channels and the economic and formal institutional context, I study 

second-generation immigrants. Using multi-level modeling and relating cultural risk-

taking propensity, cultural need for achievement, and cultural need for autonomy in the 

country-of-ancestry to second-generation immigrants’ likelihood of becoming self-

employed, I find tentative evidence that cultural risk-taking propensity positively 
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influences individuals’ self-employment, a second-order refinement effect for cultural 

need for achievement, and robust evidence that cultural need for autonomy positively and 

significantly influences entrepreneurship. Horserace regressions furthermore reveal that 

need for autonomy is the most robust predictor. I also find that the positive effect of 

entrepreneurial culture found in Chapter 3 can be fully explained by need for autonomy. 

Finally, I shed light on the underlying (mediated) theoretical mechanism of the aggregate 

traits view by showing how country-of-ancestry-culture influences individuals’ values, 

which in turn shape entrepreneurship propensities. By extending the analysis in Chapter 

3 and opening the black-box of what is behind entrepreneurial cultures, this analysis 

underscores the importance of disentangling the distinct theoretical mechanisms through 

which culture affects entrepreneurship and highlights the role of the aggregate traits 

perspective as an important mechanism.  

The chapters are accompanied by extensive Appendices which furnish further 

details. For readability, these Appendices are split into Supplementary Results Appendices 

and Data Appendices.  
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