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Executive summary 

When starting a company, a considerable investment of time, money and other resources is often 
required from its founders. The goal of investing these resources into a start-up is for it to generate a 
return on investment over the long term. However, there might come a point in time when it becomes 
apparent that the entrepreneur is pursuing a failing course of action with her or his business. 
Nevertheless, many entrepreneurs then keep on investing more resources in their company instead 
of terminating it (McMullen & Kier, 2016; Markovitch et al., 2014). This phenomenon is known as 
escalation of commitment (EoC). EoC is a decision error, which is characterized by the decision maker 
maintaining commitment to a losing course of action, even though there is information available that 
indicates that the outcome is unlikely to be successful (Sleesman et al., 2012; Schmidt & Calantone, 
2002). 

Determinants of escalation of commitment have been investigated thoroughly in large and mature 
enterprises. Interestingly, research regarding the determinants of escalation of commitment in a small 
start-up setting remains limited, while entrepreneurs may be particularly susceptible to escalation of 
commitment (Baron, 1998). Even though several valuable quantitative studies have been performed 
on specific determinants of escalation of commitment in an entrepreneurship context, a more 
complete picture of the determinants of escalation of commitment in this setting is still lacking. 

When founders of a company get a better understanding of how to recognize and prevent EoC, they 
could possibly invest their valuable time and resources in a new (potentially more promising) project 
sooner. Moreover, Shepherd et al. (2009) found that delaying the failure of a business can be 
financially very costly to the founders of that company. When looking at it from a broader perspective, 
start-ups play a significant role in the economic development and growth of most countries (Global 
Entrepreneurship Monitor, 2018; Hatten, 1997; Holt, 1992). However, only around 10% of newly 
founded companies survive and grow from a start-up into a successful business (Kalyanasundaram, 
2018). For the other 90% of the companies, it often takes considerable time for its founders to accept 
the loss and terminate the company (Markovitch et al., 2014). This may for a great part be caused by 
EoC. National economies would therefore also benefit from a better understanding of what role EoC 
plays in entrepreneurship. Therefore, it would be beneficial to both entrepreneurs and national 
economies to understand which determinants cause EoC and how to take these determinants into 
consideration to reduce the effect of and ideally prevent the phenomenon of EoC. 

Thus, the aim of this research is to develop a conceptual model, in order to theorize what the 
determinants of EoC are and what their effects are on EoC in small start-ups. Hence, the main research 
question for this study is: 

What are the determinants of escalation of commitment for founders of small start-ups? 

To provide a solid answer to the main research question, two sets of research sub-questions were 
derived. The first set of research sub-questions was answered through theoretical research, to gain 
knowledge on the current body of literature on EoC. The methodology used here was a systematic 
literature review (SLR) on both qualitative and quantitative prior research on EoC and in the research 
contexts of: established organizations, entrepreneurship, the IT industry and more. The second set of 
research sub-questions has been answered through empirical research, in order to gain insights into 
the practical experiences of entrepreneurs with EoC. This part of the research was performed using a 
qualitative approach of semi-structured in-depth interviewing and a thematic analysis in the small 
start-up context. A retrospective approach was used as EoC is challenging to detect when a start-up is 
still running. This led to the two following sets of research sub-questions:  
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Theoretical research 

• SQ1: Which determinants of escalation of commitment have been found in existing literature 
in an entrepreneurship research context? 

• SQ2: Which determinants of escalation of commitment have been found in existing literature 
in other research contexts (e.g., psychology, new product development, innovation and 
management)? 

• SQ3: Which categories of determinants of escalation of commitment are most prominent in 
existing literature? 

Empirical research 

• SQ4: How do the determinants of escalation of commitment in small start-ups in practice 
correspond to those found in existing literature? 

• SQ5: Which determinants of escalation of commitment in small start-ups are different from 
those found in existing literature? 

• SQ6: How are the effects of determinants of escalation of commitment in small start-ups 
interrelated and to what extent are these effects on escalation of commitment influenced by 
other variables? 

• SQ7: How can entrepreneurs in a small start-up minimize escalation of commitment? 

In the theoretical research, during the SLR, from each input article the relationship between the 
determinants of EoC and EoC was retrieved. A total of 39 articles was identified regarding 
determinants of EoC, of which seven studies were conducted in an entrepreneurship context. The final 
SLR resulted in 103 determinants of EoC, from which 15 determinants (14.6%) were found in an 
entrepreneurship context, some examples are: environmental munificence, personal investment and 
previous organizational success.  

The rest of the determinants of EoC were mostly found in the context of an established firm (50.5%) 
or in an unspecified research context (18.4%). Furthermore, the determinant distribution in the overall 
prior literature was 51.4%, 40.8% and 7.8% for human, organizational and external characteristics, 
respectively. The determinant distribution in the entrepreneurship research domain was 40.0%, 53.3% 
and 6.7% for human, organizational and external characteristics, respectively. This indicates that EoC 
is a phenomenon that is mainly caused by aspects within the organization. This was a valuable finding 
as this allowed for a more internal focus during the empirical part of this research. Moreover, the 
subcategory of psychological characteristics was by far the one with the most determinants for both 
the overall prior literature (45.6%) as well as for the entrepreneurship research domain specifically 
(40.0%). This implies that the causes of EoC are mainly psychological.  

Finally, a total of 20 determinant topics was derived from the existing literature. These included: 
confidence and self-efficacy, information framing, motivation, personal responsibility (human 
perspective), proximity to the project, regret, risk, social factors, other psychological factors, culture, 
decision information, finance, project completion, sunk cost, personal responsibility (organizational 
perspective), project management, entrepreneurship, experience, product or service factors and 
market factors. The determinants that were found to influence EoC in the SLR, were used to base the 
interviews on in the empirical research. 

In the empirical study, a total of 20 entrepreneurs participated. 85% of the participants was male and 
15% of the participants was female. Moreover, 95% of the participants was of Dutch nationality and 
5% was of Belgian nationality. In addition, 95% of start-ups was founded in the Netherlands and 5% 
founded in Australia. Furthermore, the age groups of 20 – 30 years old (55%) and 50+ (40%) were well 
represented. The remaining 5% was in the age group of 30 – 50 years old. Lastly, the entrepreneurship 
experience level in the sample was low (1 to 5 years) for half of the participants, medium (5 to 10 
years) for 20% and high (10+ years) for 30% of the participants.  
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The thematic analysis resulted in 152 initial codes, 43 first-order themes and 18 second-order themes. 
In total, of the 103 determinants that were identified in the SLR, 47 (45.6%) were confirmed for the 
small start-up context. Most of the confirmed determinants belonged to the human, psychological 
category. Moreover, of the 43 first-order themes, which represent the determinants in the small start-
up context, 21 (48.8%) were new to the EoC literature. Moreover, many new determinants in the 
psychological characteristics subcategory were found. Lastly, no interrelations or mediators were 
found from the data. However, nine moderators were uncovered. 

Additionally, seven mitigation actions to minimize EoC in start-ups were proposed. These included: 
performing risk management, performing financial management, setting goals and evaluating those, 
performing early market research, doing stakeholder management, gaining first or second-hand 
experience in entrepreneurship and the field of business and lastly, actively engaging in a rational 
decision making style (relative to an intuitive one). Engaging in a rational decision making style is 
crucial for the other mitigation actions to be effective. 

Next to the primary findings, two interesting secondary findings were noticed. Firstly, four 
entrepreneur types were found that may give an indication of the escalation duration of an 
entrepreneur. These four types were based on a combination of the entrepreneur’s experience level 
and dispositional decision making style (rational or intuitive). With a low experience level (<10 years) 
and intuitive decision making style resulting in longer escalation times and a high experience level (>10 
years) and rational decision making style resulting in shorter escalation times. Secondly, two types of 
EoC were identified. One leading the entrepreneur to specifically want to continue with the company, 
the other leading the entrepreneur to want to specifically avoid terminating the company. These types 
of EoC may help in better understanding how EoC could be prevented in both entrepreneurship and 
other research domains in which EoC poses a problem. 

For this research, there were four main theoretical implications, these include an up-to-date SLR on 
EoC, new determinants of EoC in the small start-up context, different types of EoC and different types 
of escalating entrepreneurs. These findings contribute to both the escalation of commitment 
literature as well as the entrepreneurship literature. It creates a base for further research on EoC in 
the start-up research context and contexts with similar characteristics.  

Besides the theoretical implications, this research also held three practical implications for 
entrepreneurship. These include: entrepreneur education on determinants of EoC, the use of the 
entrepreneur type matrix and applying EoC mitigation actions. These might help entrepreneurs to 
educate themselves on the topic of EoC and to best prepare themselves to minimize EoC, by 
determining their entrepreneur type and engaging in mitigation actions.  

This study is a valuable contribution to EoC and entrepreneurship literature. Nevertheless, it had 
several limitations that could be improved in future research. These included: no statistical 
significance, ambiguous escalation threshold, no face-to-face interviewing, no cultural differences in 
the sample and two-sided effects on EoC. The determinants that were found to influence EoC in this 
research should be verified using quantitative methodologies and larger sample sizes in future 
research. Several interesting avenues for future research are proposed. 

Despite some limitations of this study, it shows that far more determinants could influence EoC in the 

small start-up context than were previously known. This research contributes theoretically to the 

research domains of escalation of commitment and entrepreneurship and practically to the 

continuation or termination decision making process for founders of small start-ups. To conclude, this 

study contributes to identifying the pitfalls for entrepreneurs experiencing EoC and aims to provide 

solutions towards mitigating EoC and help entrepreneurs focus their valuable time and energy on 

more fruitful ventures.    
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1. Introduction 

When starting a company, often a considerable 

investment of time, money and other 

resources is required from its founders. The 

goal of investing these resources into a start-

up is for it to generate a return on investment 

over the long term. There might come a point 

in time, however, when it becomes apparent 

that the entrepreneur is pursuing a failing 

course of action with her or his business. 

Nevertheless, at that point in time many 

entrepreneurs keep on investing more 

resources in their company instead of 

terminating it (McMullen & Kier, 2016; 

Markovitch et al., 2014). This phenomenon is 

known as escalation of commitment (EoC). EoC 

is a decision error, which is characterized by 

the decision maker maintaining commitment 

to a losing course of action, even though there 

is information available that indicates that the 

outcome is unlikely to be successful (Sleesman 

et al., 2012; Schmidt & Calantone, 2002). 

It is noteworthy that entrepreneurs may be 

particularly susceptible to EoC (McMullen & 

Kier, 2016; Markovitch et al., 2014; Baron, 

1998). Baron (1998) argued that this could be 

caused by their exceptionally high intensity of 

commitment to their idea, the difficulty of 

enduring loss of face to friends and family and 

the pressure to justify initial decisions. 

When founders of a company get a better 

understanding of how to recognize and 

prevent EoC, they could possibly invest their 

valuable time and resources in a new 

(potentially more promising) project sooner. 

This could prevent them from wasting time and 

resources on a venture that is likely to be 

unsuccessful (Baron, 1998). In addition, 

Shepherd et al. (2009) found that delaying the 

failure of a business can be financially very 

costly to the founders of that company. The 

more costly this delay, the more difficult the 

recovery becomes for the entrepreneur 

(Shepherd et al., 2009).  

When looking at it from a broader perspective, 

start-ups play a significant role in the economic 

development and growth of most countries 

(Global Entrepreneurship Monitor, 2018; 

Hatten, 1997; Holt, 1992). However, only 

around 10% of newly founded companies 

survive and grow from a start-up into a 

successful business (Kalyanasundaram, 2018). 

For the other 90% of the companies, it often 

takes considerable time for its founders to 

accept the loss and terminate the company 

(Markovitch et al., 2014). This may, for a great 

part, be caused by EoC. National economies 

would therefore also benefit from a better 

understanding of what role EoC plays in 

entrepreneurship. 

In sum, it would be beneficial to both 

entrepreneurs and national economies to 

understand which determinants cause EoC and 

how to take these determinants into 

consideration to reduce the effect of and 

ideally prevent the phenomenon of EoC. 

Determinants of EoC have been investigated 

thoroughly in large and mature enterprises 

(e.g., Hsieh et al., 2015; Sleesman et al., 2012; 

Staw & Fox, 1977). Nevertheless, research 

regarding the determinants of EoC in a small 

start-up setting remains limited. Examples of 

determinants that have been found to cause 

EoC in large and mature enterprises are 

proximity to project completion and positive 

performance trend information (Sleesman et 

al., 2012). It is very likely that determinants of 

EoC for large and mature enterprises relative 

to start-ups differ, as their organizational 

characteristics are quite distinct. Factors on 

which start-ups generally differ from mature 

corporations are: available funds, company 

size, brand presence, strategic alliances, 

organizational structures, the existence of 

business processes, agility and so on (Freeman 

& Engel, 2007). Consequently, there are 

different circumstances in a start-up from 
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which EoC might arise relative to a large and 

mature enterprise. 

A small number of studies has been conducted 

on EoC in entrepreneurship. The findings 

include that entrepreneurs who had started 

the firm, i.e., the founders of the company, 

were more likely to escalate their commitment 

relative to entrepreneurs that joined the start-

up later (McCarthy et al., 1993). Moreover, 

McCarthy et al. (1993) found that 

entrepreneurs who expressed substantial 

overconfidence in their idea were more likely 

to escalate their commitment. Furthermore, 

EoC was found to be higher for technology 

entrepreneurs relative to non-tech 

entrepreneurs and that this relationship was 

positively moderated by setting no mental 

budgets and intrinsic motivation (Yang et al., 

2015). Additionally, Markovitch et al. (2014) 

demonstrated a positive effect of the start-up 

team’s entrepreneurial intentions and 

escalation magnitude. Markovitch et al. (2014) 

also found a direct positive relationship 

between the sunk cost made in a company and 

subsequent investment amounts. In other 

words, when entrepreneurs have higher sunk 

cost, they tend to make greater investments in 

their company in the future. 

Even though several valuable quantitative 

studies have been performed on specific 

determinants of EoC in entrepreneurship, a 

complete picture of the determinants of EoC in 

a small start-up setting is lacking. 

For this study, the focus has specifically been 

on the condition in which the opportunity-

seeking behavior of the entrepreneur leads to 

EoC to a goal, rendered sub-optimal through 

environmental change. In other words, the 

entrepreneur keeps on pursuing the goal, even 

though negative feedback on the goal's 

feasibility or desirability becomes apparent 

and indicates that goal replacement may be 

advisable (McMullen & Kier, 2016). This 

approach was chosen as it might give new 

insights into how to prevent EoC when it leads 

to negative consequences. 

The aim of this research is to develop a 

conceptual model to theorize what the 

determinants of EoC are and what their effects 

are on EoC in small start-ups. 

Hence, the main research question for this 

study is:  

What are the determinants of escalation of 

commitment for founders of small start-ups? 

To provide a solid answer to the main research 

question, two sets of research sub-questions 

were derived. The report consists of two parts, 

namely the theoretical research and the 

empirical research. The first set of research 

sub-questions has been answered through 

theoretical research to gain knowledge on the 

current body of literature on EoC in different 

research domains. The methodology used here 

was a systematic literature review on both 

qualitative and quantitative prior research on 

EoC. The second set of research sub-questions 

has been answered through empirical research 

in order to gain insights into the practical 

experiences of entrepreneurs with EoC. This 

part of the research was performed using the 

qualitative approach of semi-structured in-

depth interviewing in the small start-up 

context. This led to the two following sets of 

research sub-questions: 

Theoretical research 

• SQ1: Which determinants of escalation of 

commitment have been found in existing 

literature in an entrepreneurship research 

context? 

• SQ2: Which determinants of escalation of 

commitment have been found in existing 

literature in other research contexts (e.g., 

psychology, new product development, 

innovation and management)? 
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• SQ3: Which categories of determinants of 

escalation of commitment are most 

prominent in existing literature?  

Empirical research 

• SQ4: How do the determinants of 

escalation of commitment in small start-

ups in practice correspond to those found 

in existing literature? 

• SQ5: Which determinants of escalation of 

commitment in small start-ups are 

different from those found in existing 

literature? 

• SQ6: How are the effects of determinants 

of escalation of commitment in small 

start-ups interrelated and to what extent 

are these effects on escalation of 

commitment influenced by other 

variables? 

• SQ7: How can entrepreneurs in a small 

start-up minimize escalation of 

commitment? 

In the theoretical research, SQ1 through SQ3 

will be covered and in the empirical research, 

SQ4 through SQ7 will be covered.  

In the upcoming chapter, the theoretical 

research will be presented (Chapter 2) and in 

the subsequent chapter, the empirical research 

will be presented (Chapter 3). For each of these 

research parts, the methodology and results 

will be covered independently. Thereafter, the 

findings of both research parts will be 

discussed and linked to each other (Chapter 4). 

Finally, the overall research conclusion will be 

given (Chapter 5). 

2. Theoretical research: Systematic 
literature review 

In this chapter, the theoretical part of the 

research will be discussed. This includes the 

relevant theoretical background for the 

research, the used methodology, the results 

and finally, the answers to SQ1 through SQ3. 

The outcome of this research has been used as 

input for the empirical part of the research, 

which will be discussed in Chapter 3.  

2.1 Theoretical background 

In the upcoming paragraphs, the relevant 

theoretical background for the theoretical 

research will be discussed. This includes the 

phenomenon of escalation of commitment and 

the small start-up research context.  

2.1.1 Escalation of commitment 

EoC knows different descriptions throughout 

existing literature. EoC was first reported by 

Staw (1976) and described as a tendency to 

persist in a supposedly losing course of action 

by reinvesting money, time and other 

resources. Garland et al. (1990, p. 712) later 

described it as a “model of decision making in 

which negative feedback following the choice 

of some action stimulates concern for the 

justification of that choice. This concern results 

in persistence with or escalation of the 

previously chosen action in the hope that future 

positive outcomes might vindicate the original 

choice.” 

Tsai and Young (2010, p. 962) more recently 

described EoC as: “A common decision in 

organizational life is whether to continue along 

a path that initially produces failing results. 

There is ample evidence that when faced with 

such a decision, individuals often prefer to 

continue investing in the failing project instead 

of investing in an alternative venture (Brockner, 

1992; Conlon & Parks, 1987). They do this in an 

effort to ‘‘turn things around’’, but in spending 

more money and resources on the failing 

venture, they escalate their commitment to 

their initial choice (Staw, 1997).” 

EoC has also repeatedly been described as a 

behavioral pattern of “throwing good money 

(or other resources) after bad” (McMullen & 

Kier, 2016; Garland, 1990). 



4 
 

For this research, the following definition of 

EoC was used: “the proclivity for decision 

makers to maintain commitment to a losing 

course of action, even in the face of quite 

negative news” (Sleesman et al., 2012, p. 541). 

This definition was chosen as it is concise and it 

contains the most important conditions to 

classify certain behavior as EoC. It shows that 

EoC can only occur when a commitment has 

actually been made to a particular course of 

action and when there is information available 

to the subject that indicates an unsuccessful 

outcome. The “particular course of action” in 

this research has been defined as the founding 

and continuation of the company. 

As was mentioned briefly in Chapter 1, 

entrepreneurs may be particularly susceptible 

to EoC (McMullen & Kier, 2016; Markovitch et 

al., 2014; Baron, 1998). Baron (1998) argued 

that this could be caused by the following three 

factors. Firstly, the initial commitment of an 

entrepreneur to their business idea is often 

extremely intense. Hardly any individuals in 

other walks of life could match the intensity of 

this initial commitment. Secondly, it might be 

more difficult for entrepreneurs to endure the 

loss of face when admitting they were wrong 

about the potential of their idea, especially 

when bitter recriminations were given at the 

start by friends and family. Lastly, 

entrepreneurs might feel great pressure to 

justify their initial decisions as their 

commitment to their company lies so deep. 

Therefore, contradicting themselves by 

retreating from their idea might be 

experienced as a personal defeat. 

2.1.2 Small start-ups and entrepreneurs 

Luger and Koo (2005, p. 19) stated the 

definition of a start-up as follows: 

"A business entity, which did not exist before 

during a given time period (new), which starts 

hiring at least one paid employee during the 

given time period (active), and which is neither 

a subsidiary nor a branch of an existing firm 

(independent).” 

This basic definition of a start-up has been used 

in this study. Furthermore, for this research, 

small start-ups have been demarcated as 

companies that are within the first five years of 

their existence, as this is the time span in which 

most start-ups get terminated when they 

prove to be unsuccessful (Kalyanasundaram, 

2018).  

Moreover, a micro-enterprise is defined by the 

European Union (2003) as having less than 10 

employees and a turnover under two million 

euros per year. These two characteristics have 

been used, too, as an addition to the definition 

of a small start-up in this research. 

Additionally, the definition of a small start-up 

has further been specified by the number of 

founding partners in the start-up. This 

characteristic was added as the founding 

partners are often the decision makers in the 

company, when it comes to terminating or 

proceeding with the company. This is an 

important feature for this research, as decision 

making power is needed for EoC to be relevant 

(Sleesman et al., 2012). Therefore, the 

definition of a small start-up has been 

demarcated by it having one to three people in 

its founding team. 

In sum, for the definition of a small start-up in 

this research, the basic definition of a start-up 

by Luger and Koo (2005) was used, with the 

added features that it should:  

• Be in the first five years of its existence 

• Have a maximum turnover of two million 

euros per year 

• Have a maximum of 10 employees  

• Have one to three people in its founding 

team 

In addition, as this research concerns start-ups, 

start-up founders were the most probable 

research participants for the empirical 

research. More specifically, they are 
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committed to the company from the start, 

differently from people that enter the start-up 

at a later point in time. Start-up founders are 

defined in this research as: "Individuals who 

start new organizations to pursue 

opportunities . . . . They make the early 

decisions that shape the startup and its 

growth, an influence that begins even before 

the founding itself and that can extend through 

all stages of the startup's development." 

(Wasserman, 2012, p. 6 & 7). 

It should be noted that founders of a start-up 

are, per definition, entrepreneurs. Therefore, 

these two terms are used interchangeably in 

this report. 

2.2 Theoretical research methodology 

SQ1 through SQ3 were answered using a 

systematic literature review (SLR). For 

conducting the SLR, the eight-step guide to 

conducting a systematic literature review by 

Okoli (2015) was used. Moreover, highly cited 

prior systematic literature reviews (e.g., 

Connolly et al., 2012; Kitchenham et al., 2009; 

Singh et al., 2008) were used as examples for 

the methodology of this research. 

Step 1 

The first step in the guide by Okoli (2015) was 

to identify the purpose of the literature review. 

The aim of this part of the study was to gain a 

complete overview of the determinants of EoC 

in existing literature, to determine which 

determinants were identified in which 

research domains and to uncover which types 

of determinants were most prominent in which 

research domain. 

Step 2 

The second step, creating a written review 

protocol, was skipped as this step is meant to 

keep review consistency when there is more 

than one researcher performing the review 

(Okoli, 2015). As this study was performed by 

one researcher only, the criteria and steps 

described hereafter were followed. 

Step 3 

The third step involved applying a practical 

screen for inclusion. This entails explicitly 

stating which studies to consider for research 

and which studies to exclude (Okoli, 2015). 

Selection criteria were derived, as presented in 

Table 2.1, in order to select literature that was 

appropriate for answering the research 

questions. Each of these criteria will be 

explained below.  

Table 2.1: Selection criteria for the systematic 

literature review 
Inclusion Criteria 

- The study is published in a scientific journal or 

book. 

- The journal has a citation index. 

- The journal has an impact factor greater than 

1.5.  

- The study has examined the relationship 

between a determinant of escalation of 

commitment and escalation of commitment. 

- The study has been conducted in one of the 

following research contexts: entrepreneurship, 

psychology, established organizations, the IT 

industry, new product development, family 

businesses and other suchlike.  

- The study has made adequate use of research 

methodologies suitable for achieving the goal of 

that study. 

Exclusion Criteria 

- The study is published in a language other than 

English. 

 

To start with, the studies must have been 

published in a scientific journal or book, the 

journal must include a citation index and the 

journal in question must have an impact factor 

greater than 1.5. These three inclusion criteria 

ensured a minimal scientific quality level of the 

input of the systematic literature. 

Additionally, the studies must have examined 

the relationship between a determinant of EoC 

and EoC, as the aim of this research was to 
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create an overview of all determinants of EoC 

in existing literature. 

Furthermore, literature was examined in an 

entrepreneurship research context, as well as 

in the research contexts of psychology, 

established organizations, the IT industry, new 

product development, family businesses and 

others. Existing literature on EoC in other 

research contexts was reviewed, as the 

research on this topic was more saturated in 

these contexts and their results might have 

been transferable to an entrepreneurship 

research context.  

On top of that, the study should have made 

adequate use of research methodologies that 

are appropriate for the concerning study to 

achieve its research goals. This ensures further 

scientific quality of the input for the SLR.  

In addition, studies that were published in a 

language other than English were excluded, as 

the researcher was not fluent in languages 

other than English and Dutch. However, Dutch 

studies were also excluded as English is the 

main publishing language of most scientific 

journals. Thus, enough relevant information 

could be extracted from studies published in 

English and the research would still be 

comprehensive with this exclusion criterion. 

Lastly, the setting in which the empirical 

research was performed, i.e., a small start-up 

team, was not used as an inclusion criterion for 

the SLR. The reason for this is that it might have 

limited the relevant information that could be 

detected, due to the limited body of research 

that had yet been performed in this context.  

Step 4 

The fourth step of the SLR was to search for the 

appropriate literature. Here, it was important 

to describe the details of the literature search 

and how it contributed to the review’s 

comprehensiveness (Okoli, 2015). 

For this study, the literature was searched for 

via online scientific search engines, including: 

Web of Science, Scopus, Wiley online Library 

and Science Direct. Search keywords were 

sorted into three groups, which are presented 

in Table 2.2. The search terms in group 1 

represent synonyms or closely related 

concepts to “escalation of commitment”. 

These keywords were based on the search 

terms used by Sleesman et al. (2012) and 

Sleesman et al. (2018), who similarly reviewed 

prior literature on EoC. The search terms in 

group 2 represent terms related to 

entrepreneurship and the search terms in 

group 3 represent terms related to other 

research domains in which prior EoC research 

could have possibly been performed. The 

query synthesized for the search always 

included one term from group 1. Terms from 

group 1 were used individually, as well as in 

combination (“AND”) with one term from 

group 2, to find prior literature on EoC in the 

entrepreneurship research domain OR with 

one term from group 3 to find prior literature 

on EoC in any other research domain.      

Table 2.2: Search keywords for literature 

sample 
Group 1 Group 2 Group 3 

- Completion 
bias 

- Entrepreneur 
- Entrepreneurial 

- Decision making 
- Innovation 

- De-escalation - Entrepreneurship - IT industry 
- Determinants 

of escalation of 
commitment 

- Founder 
- New venture 
- Start-ups 

- Management 
- New product 

development 
- Entrapment  - Psychology 
- Escalation bias  - Venture capital 
- Escalation of 

commitment 
 - Management 

- Sunk-cost    
- Sunk-cost 

fallacy 
  

- Undue 
persistence 

  

 

Moreover, the “sort by times cited” function 

was used to ensure that highly influential 

articles in the EoC literature were definitely 

included in the sample.    
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The literature search went on until saturation 

of information was reached. This means that 

no more new determinants of EoC could be 

uncovered in existing literature, within the 

defined selection criteria (Levy & Ellis, 2006).  

When a list of literature sources was compiled, 

two experienced professors with involvement 

in EoC studies were consulted to judge 

whether the selection of articles was complete. 

According to the experts’ advice, the literature 

search was considered to be complete, as no 

more research areas were lacking (Eling & 

Langerak, personal communication, October 

10, 2020).  

Step 5 

The fifth step in the SLR was the data 

extraction. This step entailed systematically 

extracting the relevant information from each 

study. For this research, the data was extracted 

according to SQ1 through SQ3. This means that 

especially determinants of EoC in varying 

research contexts were of interest to extract 

from the articles.  

For each of the articles, the following data was 

filed for the application of the subsequent 

steps: article name, authors, publication date, 

journal, journal impact factor, number of times 

cited, research domain, determinants of EoC 

and definitions, research methodologies, the 

definition of EoC, operationalization of EoC, 

level of analysis, contextual information and 

number of research participants. In addition, 

the relevant publications yielded different 

research methodologies, including: 

quantitative experiments, meta-analyses, 

qualitative interviews and conceptual theory 

development. Therefore, both statistically 

significant tested hypotheses, as well as 

theoretical propositions, were extracted from 

the articles. Unsupported hypotheses from 

quantitative research, however, were excluded 

from the data extraction, as the corresponding 

variables were shown not to have a statistically 

significant effect on EoC.   

Step 6 

The sixth step was the quality appraisal, which 

involved determining which papers were 

excluded from the review, due to insufficient 

quality. All considered papers have been 

checked on the quality of their research 

methodology. 

As was partially mentioned in the inclusion 

criteria for selecting scientific literature, each 

study was checked on the following: 

• The study is published in a scientific journal 

or book. 

• The journal has a citation index. 

• The journal has an impact factor greater 

than 1.5. 

• The study has made adequate use of 

research methodologies suitable for 

achieving the goal of that study. 

The above quality checks have been used to 

ensure a minimal scientific quality level for all 

studies that were to be included. 

Step 7 

The seventh step of the SLR was the synthesis 

of the results of the final selection of studies. 

After the selection of the appropriate 

literature, the determinants of EoC were 

identified in each study. Here, it was important 

to identify the relations, contradictions, gaps 

and inconsistencies in the existing literature 

(Okoli, 2015).  

For analysis purposes, the determinants were 

sorted in two distinct manners: 

1. The first sorting manner was according to 

research context, to find out which 

determinants of EoC were identified in the 

entrepreneurship research context and 

which ones were identified in other 

research contexts in existing literature. 

This aided in answering SQ1 through SQ3. 

2. The second sorting manner was according 

to a classification system based on: human, 

organizational and external characteristics. 
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This classification system was developed to 

answer SQ3. It functioned to gain a clear 

overview of what type of determinants of 

EoC were found in existing literature. In 

addition, it aided in finding which types of 

determinants of EoC could be prominent in 

an entrepreneurship research context for 

the empirical part of this research. 

For the first sorting manner, all of the 

determinants were sorted based on research 

context, in order to uncover which 

determinants emerged in which research 

context.  

 

Figure 2.1 (p. 9) represents the methodology 

for the second sorting manner. For this sorting 

manner, all of the determinants were first 

sorted into determinants topics that 

functioned to group similar determinants from 

different articles together. This aided in gaining 

an overview of supporting and contrasting 

findings about recurring determinants 

throughout existing literature. For instance, 

multiple authors may have tested or proposed 

hypotheses about the effect of the feeling of 

personal responsibility for the initial decision 

to pursue a course of action, on the 

subsequent decision to continue or terminate 

this pursuit. These different findings would 

then be analyzed and synthesized in the 

determinant topic: “Personal responsibility”. In 

Figure 2.1, the individual determinants that 

were sorted into each determinant topic are 

not shown, as this would diminish the clarity of 

the figure. Table 2.4 shows the exact sorting of 

the determinants into the determinants topics 

and will be introduced in Paragraph 2.3.2. 

 

Once the sorting of determinants into 

determinant topics was complete, the 

determinant topics were further sorted into six 

subcategories: psychological characteristics, 

cultural characteristics, project characteristics, 

organizational governance, type of 

organization and marketplace characteristics. 

These subcategories were based on the 

distinctions between, and the communalities 

within, groups of determinant topics. The 

specific determinant topics that were sorted 

into each subcategory can be viewed in the 

center of Figure 2.1. Finally, the subcategories 

were sorted into the main categories of 

human, organizational and external 

characteristics. The main categories were 

based on the distinctions between, and the 

communalities within, groups of 

subcategories. The specific subcategories that 

were sorted into each main category can be 

viewed on the right side of Figure 2.1. The 

descriptions of the specific determinant topics, 

subcategories and main categories will be 

discussed in Paragraph 2.3.2. 

 

Step 8 

The eighth and final step of the SLR was writing 

the methodology and results sections. This 

step is incorporated in Paragraphs 2.2 and 2.3 

of this report. 

2.3 Theoretical research results 

In this paragraph, the SLR input articles and 

identified determinants of EoC will be 

discussed. The paragraph starts with a 

presentation of the input articles and sample 

descriptives. Subsequently, the identified 

determinants will be discussed according to 

their main category, subcategory and 

determinant topic. Lastly, the research context 

in which the determinants have been found 

will be discussed. 

2.3.1 Input articles and determinants of EoC 

After screening the potentially relevant 

publications for this research, 39 articles were 

identified as relevant publications on 

determinants of EoC and were used as the 

input for the SLR. From each of the articles, the 

relevant information for analysis was retrieved 

as was described in Paragraph 2.2.1, and can be 

found in the table in Appendix A.  
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Figure 2.1: Classification system of determinants of EoC 
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In Table 2.3 and Figure 2.2 and 2.3 (p. 11), 

sample descriptives are shown, which 

summarize the most important characteristics 

of the input articles. As can be seen from Table 

2.3, Journal of Applied Psychology, 

Organizational Behavior and Human Decision 

Processes and Journal of Business Venturing 

were the top three journals from which articles 

were used. Thus, the research areas of general 

psychology, organizational psychology and 

entrepreneurship are well represented in the 

sample. Furthermore, as can be seen from the 

remainder of journals in Table 2.3, multiple 

journals on management were included. 

Therefore the psychological, entrepreneurial 

and managerial aspects of EoC were 

adequately covered in the SLR. 

Table 2.3: Journal count of input articles 
Journal Count 

Journal of applied psychology 6 

Organizational behavior and human decision processes 5 

Journal of business venturing 5 

Academy of management journal 3 

Psychological science 2 

Academy of management annals 1 

Academy of management review 1 

Administrative science quarterly  1 

Applied psychology 1 

Cognition and emotion 1 

Human relations 1 

Industrial marketing management 1 

International journal of entrepreneurial behavior & research 1 

International journal of project management 1 

Journal of experimental social psychology 1 

Journal of family business strategy 1 

Journal of product innovation management 1 

Journal of small business management 1 

Journal of the academy of marketing science 1 

MIS quarterly 1 

Strategic management journal 1 

Technology analysis & strategic management 1 

The leadership quarterly  1 

Total 39 

 

Furthermore, as presented on the left side in 

Figure 2.2, most studies were performed with 

a quantitative experimental methodology. This 

could be due to the fact that a great part of 

input studies was published in psychology and 

management journals, in which quantitative 

experiments are common. Moreover, most of 

the research that was performed in an 

entrepreneurship research context also used a 

quantitative experiment approach (i.e., Huang 

et al., 2019; Yang et al., 2015; Markovitch et al., 

2014; DeTienne et al., 2008; McCarthy et al., 

1993). However, as still many of the 

determinants of EoC in entrepreneurship are 

unknown, the exploratory empirical part of this 

study could add value by suggesting new 

determinants of EoC to be investigated 

quantitatively in the future.  

Moreover, the center of Figure 2.2 shows that 

most input studies were performed on an 

individual level of analysis. Therefore, the 

individual level of analysis was later chosen as 

the level of analysis for the empirical part of 

this study. This will be further discussed in 

Paragraph 3.1.1. 

Additionally, as presented on the right in 

Figure 2.2, most of the existing studies on EoC 

were performed in the “unspecified” research 

context (mostly student participants) or in the 

established organizational context. 

Furthermore, only 18% of the 39 studies were 

performed in the entrepreneurship research 

context. This allowed for a good deal of room 

for uncovering new determinants of EoC in the 

empirical part of this study.  

Lastly, as Figure 2.3 shows, the publication 

dates of the input articles range from 1977 to 

2019. As can be seen in Figure 2.3, the number 

of input articles slightly increases towards the 

end of the timeline. This could be explained by 

an increase in awareness of the relevance of 

the topic of EoC over time. Awareness of EoC 

could have increased by more papers having 

been published on the topic towards the end 

of the timeline, making the research topic of 

EoC more noticeable to new researchers. 
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Figure 2.2: Research methodology distribution (left), level of analysis distribution (center) and research methodology distribution (right) of input articles 
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2.3.2 Determinants of EoC in existing 
literature 

In this paragraph, the identified determinants 
of EoC and the second sorting manner of the 
determinants will be discussed, i.e., according 
to the main category, subcategory and 
determinant topic.   
From the SLR, 103 determinants of EoC were 
identified from existing literature. Table 2.4 
presents detailed information regarding each 
of the 103 identified determinants of EoC. This 
includes the following: determinant topic, 
determinant, determinant explanation, 
mediators and/or moderators, effect on EoC 
and relation type. 
 
From Table 2.4 can be seen which 
determinants of EoC were found in prior 
literature and how they were described in each 
article. Moreover, as was explained in 

Paragraph 2.2, each determinant was sorted 
into one of the determinant topics. From the 
SLR, 20 determinant topics emerged, which are 
presented in the first column of Table 2.4. The 
individual determinants are grouped together 
in the table accordingly. In addition, the 
determinant topics are sorted according to 
subcategory and the subcategories are sorted 
according to main category in the table. 
Furthermore, mediators and moderators are 
shown for those determinants where this was 
applicable. Moreover, the effect direction of 
each determinant on EoC is presented: 
positive, negative or inverted U-shaped. A 
positive effect entails that an increase in the 
determinant, causes an increase in EoC, which 
is undesirable. A negative effect entails that an 
increase in the determinant, causes a decrease 
in EoC, which is desirable. The inverted U-
shaped effect, which was only found in one 
study, entails that as the determinant 

increases, so does EoC. However, this only 
happens up to a certain point, after which, as 
the determinant continues to increase, EoC 
decreases. In case of the inverted U-shaped 
effect, either very low or very high levels of the 
determinant are preferred to keep EoC to a 
minimal. Lastly, Table 2.4 shows whether the 
effect of each determinant on EoC was 
hypothesized and supported (H) or proposed 
(P).  
 
In the upcoming paragraphs, the findings from 
the SLR will be discussed according to the main 
category. Within the main categories, the 
subcategories and determinant topics will be 
discussed, in order to gain insights into the 
current body of research on determinants of 
EoC and the possible determinants of EoC to be 
uncovered in the small start-up context. 

 

Table 2.4: Determinants of escalation of commitment from the systematic literature review 
Determinant topic Determinant Determinant elucidation Article Mediators or moderators Effect 

direction 
on EoC 

Relation type 
(Hypothesized and 
supported (H) or 
proposed (P)) 

Human characteristics 

Psychological characteristics 

A. Confidence and 
self-efficacy 

Collective efficacy of 
organizational members 

Collective efficacy: “Collective efficacy refers to the collective belief of a group that 
it can perform effectively at a particular task.” (DeTienne et al., 2008, p. 535) 

DeTienne, D. R., Shepherd, D. 
A., & De Castro, J. O. (2008). 

n / a Positive H 

 Expressed overconfidence  Expressed overconfidence: “Entrepreneurs express a level of confidence that 
exceeds their own beliefs about the norms for success” (McCarthy et al., 1993, p. 20). 

McCarthy, A. M., Schoorman, F. 
D., & Cooper, A. C. (1993). 

Moderator: Feedback from 
the marketplace is negative 
(positive). 

Positive H 

 Self-efficacy or confidence Self-efficacy or confidence: “Self-efficacy or confidence increases decision 
persistence, as individuals high in positive self-concept discount negative 
information and believe they can overcome the negative aspects of a situation (Judge 
et al., 1998).” (Sleesman et al., 2012, p. 543). 

Sleesman, D. J., Conlon, D. E., 
McNamara, G., & Miles, J. E. 
(2012). 

n / a Positive H 
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Table 2.4: Determinants of escalation of commitment from the systematic literature review (continued) 
Determinant topic Determinant Determinant elucidation Article Mediators or moderators Effect  Relation type  

 Self-esteem Self-esteem: “Individuals with a larger pool of affirmational resources (high self-
esteem) reduced their escalation compared to those with fewer affirmational 
resources (low self-esteem).” (Sivanathan et al., 2008, p. 1). 

Sivanathan, N., Molden, D. C., 
Galinsky, A. D., & Ku, G. (2008). 

n / a Negative H 

 Task-specific self-efficacy  Task-specific self-efficacy: “Is an individual's judgment about how well one can 
perform in a particular task situation.” (Jani, 2011, p. 936). 

Jani, A. (2011). Mediator: Risk perception 
(negative). 

Negative H 

 Overconfidence Overconfidence: “Reduces the degree to which individuals attend to negative 
information, contributes to a sense that they can overcome obstacles or setbacks, 
and enhances their belief that they can achieve their goals (Chang, Rodgers, Shih, & 
Song, 2012; Roberto, 2002).” (Sleesman et al., 2018, p. 188). 

Sleesman, D. J., Lennard, A. C., 
McNamara, G., & Conlon, D. E. 
(2018). 

n / a Positive P 

B. Information 
Framing  

Framing escalation as 
action and de-escalation 
as inaction (relative to the 
reverse framing) 

Framing escalation as action and de-escalation as inaction: “We demonstrated that 
when there is a choice between escalation and de-escalation, framing escalation as 
action and de-escalation as inaction leads to a higher degree of escalation than the 
reverse framing.” (Feldman et al., 2018, p. 544). 

Feldman, G., & Wong, K. F. E. 
(2018) 

n / a Positive H 

 Positive information 
framing (relative to 
negative information 
framing) 

Positive information framing: “When objectively negative situations are framed in a 
positive manner, people become more risk-averse and are consequently less likely 
to escalate (Schoorman, Mayer, Douglas, & Hetrick, 1994).” (Sleesman et al., 2012, 
p. 543).  

Sleesman, D. J., Conlon, D. E., 
McNamara, G., & Miles, J. E. 
(2012). 

n / a Negative H 

C. Motivation Eager goal striving 
(relative to cautious goal 
striving)  

Eager goal striving: Strength: Alert to opportunities to achieve the maximal goal. 
Weakness: False alarms, difficulty stopping (McMullen et al., 2016).  
Cautious goal striving: Strength: Vigilant to threats to minimal goal. Weakness: 
Misses, susceptible to becoming over-cautious or bureaucratic (McMullen, et al., 
2016). 

McMullen, J. S., & Kier, A. S. 
(2016) 

n / a Positive P 

 Intrinsic motivation 
(relative to extrinsic 
motivation) 

Intrinsic motivation: “Enhances the degree of satisfaction an entrepreneur draws 
from the work environment, which reduces the focus on actual venture 
performance.” (Sleesman et al., 2018, p. 189). 

Sleesman, D. J., Lennard, A. C., 
McNamara, G., & Conlon, D. E. 
(2018). 

n / a Positive P 

 Intrinsic motivation 
(relative to extrinsic 
motivation) 

Intrinsic motivation: “Motivations that appear essential for facilitating optimal 
functioning of the natural propensities for growth and integration are classified as 
intrinsic. In contrast with intrinsic motivation, extrinsic motivation involves 
instrumentalities rather than enjoyment.” (Yang et al., 2015, p. 695). 

Yang, J., Liu, Y., Zhang, Y., Chen, 
H., & Niu, F. (2015). 

n / a Positive H 

 Prevention-focused 
motivations (Relative to 
Promotion-focused 
motivations) 

Prevention-focused motivations: “Research on self-regulation has shown that 
focusing on losses, narrowing one’s consideration of alternatives, and committing to 
previous choices are primarily associated with prevention-focused motivations 
concerned with maintaining security. In contrast, promotion-focused motivations 
concerned with attaining growth are primarily associated with focusing on gains, 
broadening consideration of alternatives, and forgoing previous choices for new 
opportunities (Halamish, Liberman, Higgins, & Idson, 2008; Idson, Liberman, & 
Higgins, 2004; Lench & Levine, 2008; Liberman, Idson, Camacho, & Higgins, 1999; 
Molden & Higgins, 2004, 2008; see also Molden, Lee, & Higgins, 2008).” (Molden et 
al., 2011, p. 9). 

Molden, D. C., & Hui, C. M. 
(2011). 

n / a Positive H 

 Prosocial aims of course 
of action (relative to 
egoistical) 

Prosocial aims: “Initiatives that have the primary purpose of improving the outcomes 
of others in need.” (Schaumberg et al., 2014, p. 110). Egoistic aims “Initiatives that 
have the primary purpose of improving the outcomes of the decision maker.” 
(Schaumberg et al., 2014, p. 110). 

Schaumberg, R. L., & 
Wiltermuth, S. S. (2014).  

Mediator: A desire for a 
positive moral self-regard 
(negative). Moderator: 
Moral identity (positive).  

Positive H 

D. Personal 
responsibility 
(Human perspective) 

Emotional ownership Emotional ownership: “That is, the strong emotional commitment and high 
identification of family members to the business (Bjornberg and Nicholson, 2012, p. 
374).” (Chirico et al., 2018, p. 494). 

Chirico, F., Salvato, C., Byrne, B., 
Akhter, N., & Arriaga Múzquiz, 
J. (2018). 

Mediators: 1. Feeling of 
responsibility (positive). 2. 
Investment of capital 
(positive).  

Positive P 
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Table 2.4: Determinants of escalation of commitment from the systematic literature review (continued) 
Determinant topic Determinant Determinant elucidation Article Mediators or moderators Effect  Relation type  

 Expressed preference for 
initial decision 

Expressed preference for initial decision: “Decision makers may escalate simply 
because they value, and hence have a strong preference for, the given course of 
action (Schulz-Hardt et al., 2009).” (Sleesman et al., 2012, p. 543). 

Sleesman, D. J., Conlon, D. E., 
McNamara, G., & Miles, J. E. 
(2012). 

n / a Positive H 

 Personal responsibility Personal responsibility: The extent to which a person feels responsible for a previous 
investment in the same project (Wong & Kwong, 2007).  

Wong, K. F. E., & Kwong, J. Y. 
(2007).  

n / a Positive H 

 Personal responsibility for 
negative consequences 

Personal responsibility for negative consequences: “Whether or not a person was 
responsible for the original course of action which led to adverse consequences.” 
(Staw & Fox, 1977, p. 432). 

Staw, B. M., & Fox, F. V. (1977). n / a Positive H 

 Personal responsibility for 
the initial decision 

Personal responsibility for the initial decision: “Individuals who are personally 
responsible for negative consequences consistently commit the greatest amount of 
resources to a previously chosen course of action.” (Bazerman et al., 1984, p. 141-
142). 

Bazerman, M. H., Giuliano, T., & 
Appelman, A. (1984) 

n / a Positive H 

 Perspective-taking to the 
initial decision maker 

Perspective-taking to the initial decision maker: Taking the initial decision maker’s 
perspective by imagining how he/she might have felt and thought as he/she made 
the decision (Gunia et al., 2009).  

Gunia, B. C., Sivanathan, N., & 
Galinsky, A. D. (2009). 

n / a Positive H 

 Prior outcomes are 
viewed as revealing of 
their self-identity (relative 
to not revealing) 

Prior outcomes are viewed as revealing of their self-identity: "In essence, one 
consequence of the behavior is the extent to which the outcomes of prior resource 
allocations are seen by the allocator and/or others to be reflective of, and therefore 
have implications for, the allocator's self-identity” (Brockner et al., 1986, p. 111). 

Brockner, J., Houser, R., 
Birnbaum, G., Lloyd, K., 
Deitcher, J., Nathanson, S., & 
Rubin, J. Z. (1986). 

Moderator: Increasing 
fortunes condition (positive). 

Positive H 

 Psychological connections 
between the initial 
decision maker and the 
new decision maker 

Psychological connections between the initial decision maker and the new decision 
maker: “Humans are inherently social beings, driven to secure attachments with 
others (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). People feel connected to others when they share 
even subtle similarities like common group membership (Tajfel, Billig, Bundy, & 
Flament, 1971), similar names (Pelham, Carvallo, & Jones, 2005), and even the same 
birthday (Miller, Downs, & Prentice, 1998). Once a psychological connection forms 
between two individuals, they are more likely to cooperate (Batson, Chang, Orr, & 
Rowland, 2002) and favor one another financially (Aron, Aron, Tudor, & Nelson, 
1991).” (Gunia et al., 2009, p. 1239). 

Gunia, B. C., Sivanathan, N., & 
Galinsky, A. D. (2009). 

n / a Positive H 

 Responsibility for the 
initial decision 

Responsibility for the initial decision: “The theory most often drawn on to support 
personal responsibility’s role is self-justification theory, which suggests that felt 
responsibility engenders a need to justify past expenditures.” (Sleesman et al., 2012, 
p. 543). 

Sleesman, D. J., Conlon, D. E., 
McNamara, G., & Miles, J. E. 
(2012). 

Moderators: 1. Initial 
decision was explicitly 
chosen rather than assigned 
(positive). 2. Salience of the 
opportunity costs associated 
with continuing a failing 
course of action (positive). 3. 
Decision authority is shared 
(positive). 

Positive H 

 Responsibility for the 
initial decision 

Responsibility for the initial decision: “This is rather peculiar because decision 
makers responsible for initiating the chosen course of action should be particularly 
susceptible to such biased evaluation: Because they have made the initial choice, the 
chosen alternative is their preferred one (SchulzHardt, Thurow-Kröning, & Frey, 
2009), so they should be expected to show a preference-consistent information 
evaluation bias, meaning that information in favor of the chosen alternative (and, 
thus, in favor of reinvesting) is evaluated more positively (e.g., as being more credible 
and more important) than information opposing it.” (Schultze et al., 2012, p. 18). 

Schultze, T., Pfeiffer, F., & 
Schulz-Hardt, S. (2012) 

Partial mediator: Biased 
information evaluation. 

Positive H 

E. Proximity to the 
project 

Distant project (relative to 
closer projects)  

Distant project: “Investors were considerably more likely to escalate failing domestic 
investments than international ones. Distant projects are evaluated more objectively 
than local ones.” (Sleesman et al., 2018, p. 194). 

Sleesman, D. J., Lennard, A. C., 
McNamara, G., & Conlon, D. E. 
(2018). 

n / a 
 
 
 

Negative P 
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Table 2.4: Determinants of escalation of commitment from the systematic literature review (continued) 
Determinant topic Determinant Determinant elucidation Article Mediators or moderators Effect  Relation type  

 Domestic VC firms 
(relative to cross-border 
VC firms) 

Domestic VC firms relative to cross-border VC firms: “Domestic investors have a 
high tendency to escalate their commitment to a failing course of action, while cross-
border investors terminate their investments efficiently, even when investing 
through a local branch. This is explained by cross-border investors having a lower 
social and emotional involvement with the project and a lower embeddedness in the 
local economic and social environment, decreasing individual decision biases.” 
(Devigne et al., 2016, p. 254). 

Devigne, D., Manigart, S., & 
Wright, M. (2016) 

Possible mediators: Social 
and emotional involvement, 
embeddedness in the local 
economic and social 
environment and normative 
pressures (positive).  

Positive H 

 Identify with and become 
heavily involved in 
decisions  

Identify with and become heavily involved in decisions: “When leaders identify with 
and become heavily involved in decisions, they become socially bound to them and 
fear the loss of face both within and outside the organization if they allow the 
organization to de-escalate.” (Sleesman et al., 2018, p. 189). 

Sleesman, D. J., Lennard, A. C., 
McNamara, G., & Conlon, D. E. 
(2018). 

n / a Positive P 

F. Regret Anticipated regret (for 
continuing a failed 
project) 

Anticipated regret: “Decision makers avoid situations in which they anticipate 
negative emotions, so anticipated regret derived from continuing a failed project 
likely reduces pressures to justify continuance (Ku, 2008; Wong & Kwong, 2007).” 
(Sleesman et al., 2012, p. 543). 

Sleesman, D. J., Conlon, D. E., 
McNamara, G., & Miles, J. E. 
(2012). 

n / a Negative H 

 Escalation-specific regret 
(either experienced from 
an earlier escalation or 
primed through imagining 
an escalation scenario) 

Escalation-specific regret: “Research indicates that individuals experience regret if, 
after having chosen a course of action, they feel that they would have been better 
off choosing a different course (Bell, 1982; Landman, 1987, 1993; Loomes & Sugden, 
1982; Zeelenberg, 1999; Zeelenberg & Pieters, 2004; Zeelenberg, van Dijk, Manstead, 
& van der Pligt, 2000).” (Ku, 2008, p. 224). 

Ku, G. (2008). n / a Negative H 

 The net anticipated regret 
(for withdrawing from a 
project) 

The net anticipated regret: “Regret that one anticipates experiencing in the future.” 
(Wong et al., 2007, p. 545).  

Wong, K. F. E., & Kwong, J. Y. 
(2007).  

n / a Positive H 

G. Risk Decision risk Decision Risk: “Risk increases the likelihood of loss (Knight, 1921) and the salience of 
loss potential to decision makers (Kahneman & Tversky, 1979; March & Shapira, 
1987), lessening the likelihood of escalation even in the face of information on 
previous performance (Schaubroeck & Davis, 1994).” (Sleesman et al., 2012, p. 543). 

Sleesman, D. J., Conlon, D. E., 
McNamara, G., & Miles, J. E. 
(2012). 

n / a Negative H 

 Risk perception Risk perception: “Risk perception has also been defined as the assessment of a 
situation in terms of probabilistic estimates of the degree of situational uncertainty, 
how controllable that uncertainty is, and confidence in those estimates.” (Jani, 2011, 
p. 935). 

Jani, A. (2011). n / a Negative H 

 Risk propensity  Risk propensity: “The tendency of a decision maker to take risky actions.” (Keil et al., 
2000, p. 303). 

Keil, M., Tan, B. C., Wei, K. K., 
Saarinen, T., Tuunainen, V., & 
Wassenaar, A. (2000) 

Mediator: Risk perception 
(positive). 

Positive H 

H. Social factors Group emotion is hope 
(relative to fear) 

Hope: “Hope is an explicitly anticipatory emotion involving the feeling that an 
unfavorable situation can be improved in the future (Roseman, 1996; Shaver et al., 
1987; Smith et al., 1985; Snyder, 2002).” (Huang et al., 2019, p. 1857). Fear: “Fear 
involves the perception that the situation (i.e., external factors) has a greater 
influence than the individual (i.e., internal fac-tors) on outcomes (Lerner & Keltner, 
2001). Fear evokes feelings of weakness and helplessness about a future event 
(Shaver et al., 1987) and overestimation of the likelihood of a bad outcome (Bar-Tal, 
2013) or the amount of risk in a situation (Lerner & Keltner, 2001).” (Huang et al., 
2019, p. 1857). 

Huang, T. Y., Souitaris, V., & 
Barsade, S. G. (2019). 

Mediator: Group 
engagement (positive).  
Moderator: Group 
friendship strength 
(positive).  

Positive H 

 Group identity or 
cohesiveness strength 

Group identity or cohesiveness strength: “Individuals identifying with cohesive 
groups are likely to experience conformity of perception and judgment (Hogg & 
Terry, 2000; Janis, 1972). Hence, as individuals acting alone tend to exhibit an 
escalation bias, the same tendency is especially likely to occur (cf. Myers & Lamm, 
1976) in the presence of a cohesive group.” (Sleesman et al., 2012 p. 543). 

Sleesman, D. J., Conlon, D. E., 
McNamara, G., & Miles, J. E. 
(2012). 

n / a Positive H 
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Table 2.4: Determinants of escalation of commitment from the systematic literature review (continued) 
Determinant topic Determinant Determinant elucidation Article Mediators or moderators Effect  Relation type  

 Projects becoming tied to 
the community in which 
an organization resides  

Projects becoming tied to the community in which an organization resides: 
Escalation can result from projects becoming tied to the community in which an 
organization resides (Sleesman, D. J., Lennard, A. C., McNamara, G., & Conlon, D. E., 
2018). 

Sleesman, D. J., Lennard, A. C., 
McNamara, G., & Conlon, D. E. 
(2018). 

n / a Positive P 

I. Other 
psychological factors 

A rational thinking style 
(relative to an intuitive 
thinking style) 

A rational thinking style: “Rationality entails slow, conscious, and analytical 
processing of specific information (Evans, 2008; Tversky and Kahneman, 1974).” 
(Eliëns et al., 2018, p. 894).  
Intuitive thinking style: “can be interpreted as a “gut feeling” or attitude whereby 
the gatekeeper is unable to verbalize the underlying reasoning (Dijksterhuis and 
Nordgren, 2006; Shapiro and Spence, 1997), as the thought process leading up to the 
intuition is unconscious (Sadler‐Smith and Shefy, 2004; Shapiro and Spence, 1997).” 
(Eliëns et al., 2018, p. 894). 

Eliëns, R., Eling, K., Gelper, S., & 
Langerak, F. (2018). 

n / a Negative H 

 Achievement striving facet 
of conscientiousness 

Achievement striving: “Achievement striving is associated with a self-centred 
orientation.” (Moon, 2001b, p. 533). 

Moon, H. (2001b) n / a Positive H 

 Authority pressures Authority pressures: “Authority pressures can quash dissent or influence group 
norms” (Sleesman et al., 2018, p. 185). 

Sleesman, D. J., Lennard, A. C., 
McNamara, G., & Conlon, D. E. 
(2018). 

n / a Positive P 

 Duty facet of 
conscientiousness 

Duty facet: “Specifically, I introduce duty as an other-centred construct.” (Moon, 
2001b, p. 533) 

Moon, H. (2001b) n / a Negative H 

 Ego depletion  Ego depletion: “Exhausting the limited pool of mental resources leaves people in a 
state of ego depletion, making them less capable of exerting self-control on 
subsequent activities or cognitive tasks.” (Lee et al., 2018, p. 173). 

Lee, J. S., Keil, M., & Wong, K. F. 
E. (2018) 

n / a Negative H 

 Ego threat Ego threat: “Heightens concerns about the reputation of an individual and activates 
self-justification needs (Zhang & Baumeister, 2006).” (Sleesman et al., 2012, p. 543). 

Sleesman, D. J., Conlon, D. E., 
McNamara, G., & Miles, J. E. 
(2012). 

n / a Positive H 

 Emotion condition (angry 
relative to fearful) 

Emotion condition: “In the Appraisal-Tendency Framework, anger and fear differ on 
the control dimension (Lerner & Keltner, 2001; Smith & Ellsworth, 1985); anger is 
associated with optimism because angry people perceive events as being controlled 
by persons, whereas fear is associated with pessimism because fearful people 
perceive the events as being controlled by the impersonal circumstances (Lerner & 
Keltner, 2001).” (Tsai et al., 2010, p. 963). 

Tsai, M. H., & Young, M. J. 
(2010). 

Mediator: Risk perception 
(positive). 

Positive H 

 Individuals who affirm a 
low task-relevant trait 
(relative a high task-
relevant trait) 

Task-relevant trait: “Such task-relevant affirmation may serve to directly highlight 
important self-standards that one has not met and inadvertently enhance the desire 
to justify one’s failure to live up to these standards (Arndt & Greenberg, 1999; 
Aronson et al., 1995).” (Sivanathan et al., 2008, p. 3). 

Sivanathan, N., Molden, D. C., 
Galinsky, A. D., & Ku, G. (2008). 

n / a Negative H 

 Mental budgeting Mental budgeting: “People set mental budgets to control their resource 
expenditures: they set a budget for a class of expenses and track their investments 
against their budget” (Heath, 1995, p. 41). 

Heath, C. (1995). n / a Negative H 

 Negative Affect Negative affect: “Trait affect (i.e., Neuroticism, enduring individual differences in 
sensitivity to negative affect).” (Wong et al., 2006, p. 4). 

Wong, K. F. E., Yik, M., & 
Kwong, J. Y. (2006). 

Interaction effect: Personal 
responsibility (negative). 

Negative H 

 Setting a mental budget 
(relative to setting no 
mental budget) 

Setting a mental budget: “Mental budgeting is the process by which individuals set 
a budget for a certain investment and then track the ongoing investment against 
their budget (Heath, 1995).” (Yang et al., 2015, p. 696). 

Yang, J., Liu, Y., Zhang, Y., Chen, 
H., & Niu, F. (2015). 

n / a Negative H 

 The decision maker is 
given the opportunity to 
affirm an important 
personal value (relative to 
not being given this 
opportunity) 

Self-affirmation: “One overarching mechanism of self-protection that could be of 
particular relevance to escalation situations is self-affirmation. Steele (1988) has 
proposed that the desire to affirm the overall worth and integrity of the self is a 
fundamental motive that drives people’s responses to a host of different self-threats 
(see also Sherman & Cohen, 2002; Tesser, 2000).” (Sivanathan et al., 2008, p. 3) 
 

Sivanathan, N., Molden, D. C., 
Galinsky, A. D., & Ku, G. (2008). 

n / a Negative H 
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Table 2.4: Determinants of escalation of commitment from the systematic literature review (continued) 
Determinant topic Determinant Determinant elucidation Article Mediators or moderators Effect  Relation type  

Human characteristics 

Cultural characteristics 

J. Culture A strong ethical setting 
(relative to a weak one)  

A strong ethical setting: “Individuals were more likely to de-escalate in a strong, 
rather than weak, ethical setting.” (Sleesman et al., 2018, p. 191).  

Sleesman, D. J., Lennard, A. C., 
McNamara, G., & Conlon, D. E. 
(2018). 

n / a Positive P 

 Cultures with reluctance 
to appear weak by 
admitting mistakes  

Cultures with reluctance to appear weak by admitting mistakes: “Individuals would 
be more confident in their decisions—and thus, more likely to escalate commitment 
to failing projects, as abandoning them would be tantamount to an admission of 
failure.” (Sleesman et al., 2018, p. 196).  

Sleesman, D. J., Lennard, A. C., 
McNamara, G., & Conlon, D. E. 
(2018). 

n / a Positive P 

 Decisions that are in line 
with the organizational 
culture  

Decisions that are in line with the organizational culture: “Escalation is related to 
the extent to which the decision is tied to the organization’s identity and culture. As 
these ties become stronger, it becomes hard for firms to change course for multiple 
reasons.” (Sleesman et al., 2018, p. 190). 

Sleesman, D. J., Lennard, A. C., 
McNamara, G., & Conlon, D. E. 
(2018). 

n / a Positive P 

 Eastern cultures (relative 
to Western cultures) 

Eastern cultures: “East Asians (e.g., Chinese, Japanese, and Koreans) employ holistic, 
long-term, and nonlinear thinking whereas Westerners (e.g., Americans and 
Germans) employ analytical, short-term, and linear thinking.” (Liang et al., 2014, p. 
156).  

Liang, B., Kale, S. H., & Cherian, 
J. (2014). 

Moderator: Less innovative 
products (relative to highly 
innovative products) hi = 
highly innovative products 
(radical), li = less innovative 
products (incremental) 
(liang, b., kale, s. H., &  herian, 
j., 2014) (positive). 

Positive H 

 Extent of political tension  Extent of political tension: “Keil (1995) argued that political fights between 
organizational units can exacerbate escalation tendencies because competing units 
will typically attribute blame to others and persist to justify their beliefs and force 
the organization to fix the other unit to correct the problem.” (Sleesman et al., 2018, 
p. 192). 

Sleesman, D. J., Lennard, A. C., 
McNamara, G., & Conlon, D. E. 
(2018). 

n / a Positive P 

 Low uncertainty 
avoidance cultures 

Low uncertainty avoidance cultures: “They suggested that because uncertainty 
avoidance is associated with feeling uncomfortable with ambiguous situations 
(Hofstede, 2001), escalation is especially likely for individuals in low uncertainty 
avoidance cultures.” (Sleesman et al., 2018, p. 196). 

Sleesman, D. J., Lennard, A. C., 
McNamara, G., & Conlon, D. E. 
(2018). 

n / a Positive P 

Organizational characteristics 

Project characteristics 

K. Decision 
Information 

Clear and extremely 
negative feedback  

Clear and extremely negative feedback: “Facilitated de-escalation because it offered 
undeniable insights about the project’s prospects.” (Sleesman et al., 2018, p. 187). 

Sleesman, D. J., Lennard, A. C., 
McNamara, G., & Conlon, D. E. 
(2018). 

n / a Negative  P 

 Decision uncertainty Decision uncertainty: “Uncertain information on decision prospects allows decision 
makers to focus on positive indicators (Bragger, Bragger, Hantula, & Kirnan, 1998).” 
(Sleesman et al., 2012, p. 543). 

Sleesman, D. J., Conlon, D. E., 
McNamara, G., & Miles, J. E. 
(2012). 

n / a Positive H 

 Deterioration of a 
situation 

Deterioration of a situation: “Although increased monitoring and changing decision 
makers may lessen the likelihood of some types of decision commitment, they may 
also have unintended consequences.” (McNamara et al., 2002, p. 445). 

McNamara, G., Moon, H., & 
Bromiley, P. (2002). 

n / a Positive H 

 Media reinforces one’s 
decisions 

Media reinforces one’s decision: “Given that the media can rapidly create and 
sustain narratives over time (Bishop, Trevino, & Gioia, 2014), decision makers looking 
for external cues about escalation can find it especially difficult to terminate their 
projects.” (Sleesman et al., 2018, p. 194). 

Sleesman, D. J., Lennard, A. C., 
McNamara, G., & Conlon, D. E. 
(2018). 

n / a Positive P 

 Negative early 
information  

Negative early information: “Appears to have the potential to lead decision makers 
to question a course of action before their commitment becomes cemented.” 
(Sleesman et al., 2018, p. 187). 

Sleesman, D. J., Lennard, A. C., 
McNamara, G., & Conlon, D. E. 
(2018). 

n / a Negative  P 
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Table 2.4: Determinants of escalation of commitment from the systematic literature review (continued) 
Determinant topic Determinant Determinant elucidation Article Mediators or moderators Effect  Relation type  

 Positive performance 
trend information 

Positive performance trend information: “Positive trends allow decision makers to 
focus on the potential positive outcomes of the situation and discount worst-case 
scenarios (Moon & Conlon, 2002); thus, decision makers expect greater utility in such 
circumstances.” (Sleesman et al., 2012, p. 543). 

Sleesman, D. J., Conlon, D. E., 
McNamara, G., & Miles, J. E. 
(2012). 

n / a Positive H 

 Previous organizational 
success 

Previous organizational success: “Previously successful experiences may cause 
entrepreneurs to believe that they have the “formula” correct and that persistence 
will lead to success (Audia et al., 2000; Lant et al., 1992).” (DeTienne et al., 2008, p. 
535). 

DeTienne, D. R., Shepherd, D. 
A., & De Castro, J. O. (2008).  

n / a Positive H 

 Strong prior 
organizational 
performance  

Strong prior organizational performance: “Can exacerbate escalation tendencies. 
The logic is that prior success leads decision makers to develop a stronger sense that 
they can overcome challenges with current initiatives (DeTienne et al., 2008; Keil, 
1995).” (Sleesman et al., 2018, p. 191). 

Sleesman, D. J., Lennard, A. C., 
McNamara, G., & Conlon, D. E. 
(2018). 

n / a Positive P 

L. Finance Ease of investment 
tracking 

Investment tracking: “It is a function of two processes, 1: investments must first be 
noticed and 2: investments must be assigned to their proper accounts. An 
investment will have no impact on the budget if either process fails.” (Heath, 1995, 
p. 43). 

Heath, C. (1995). n / a Negative H 

 Efficacy of resources Efficacy of resources: “The probability that the commitment of new resources will 
turn an unfavorable situation around.” (Staw et al., 1977, p. 434). 

Staw, B. M., & Fox, F. V. (1977). n / a Positive H 

 Opportunity cost 
information 

Opportunity cost information: “Provides a clear decision benchmark and allows 
decision makers to consider alternatives in their calculation of whether or not to 
escalate (Northcraft & Neale, 1986).” (Sleesman et al., 2012, p. 543). 

Sleesman, D. J., Conlon, D. E., 
McNamara, G., & Miles, J. E. 
(2012). 

n / a Negative H 

M. Project 
completion 

Level of Project 
completion 

Project completion: “The social desirability to “finish what you have started” has 
historically been treated as a powerful driver of behavior. Lewin (1926) wrote of the 
creation of tension that independently applied pressure toward completion on the 
acceptance of a task.” (Moon, 2001a, p. 106). 

Moon, H. (2001a). n / a Positive H 

 Proximity to project 
completion 

Proximity to project completion: “As decision makers approach completion, they 
substitute a completion goal for their original project success goals (Conlon & 
Garland, 1993).” (Sleesman et al., 2012, p. 543). 

Sleesman, D. J., Conlon, D. E., 
McNamara, G., & Miles, J. E. 
(2012). 

Moderator: Salience of the 
opportunity costs associated 
with continuing a failing 
course of action (positive). 

Positive H 

N. Sunk cost Personal investment Personal investment: “Entrepreneurs often invest not only financial resources, but 
also considerable time and energy into their ventures (Arkes and Blumer, 1985). This 
investment may result in an entrepreneur viewing the firm as an extension of his or 
her identity (Dobrev and Barnett, 2005; Phillips, 2002).” (DeTienne et al., 2008, p. 
534). 

DeTienne, D. R., Shepherd, D. 
A., & De Castro, J. O. (2008).  

Moderator: Extrinsic 
motivation (positive). 

Positive H 

 Sunk cost Sunk cost: “Because withdrawal from a course of action may lead to any sunk costs 
being viewed as a certain loss, people ought to become more reluctant to withdraw 
as sunk costs increase.” (Garland et al., 1990, p. 721). 

Garland, H., Sandefur, C. A., & 
Rogers, A. C. (1990) 

n / a Negative H 

 Sunk cost Sunk cost: “Sunk cost trigger self-justification pressures, as decision makers do not 
want to be seen as wasting organizational resources.” (Sleesman et al., 2012, p. 543). 

Sleesman, D. J., Conlon, D. E., 
McNamara, G., & Miles, J. E. 
(2012). 

Moderators: 1. When sunk 
costs and project completion 
are explicitly covaried as 
compared to when they are 
not explicitly covaried 
(positive). 2. Salience of the 
opportunity costs associated 
with continuing a failing 
course of action (positive).  

Positive H 

 Sunk cost Sunk cost: “The amount of money already spent on a project.” (Keil et al., 2000, p. 
300).  

Keil, M., Tan, B. C., Wei, K. K., 
Saarinen, T., Tuunainen, V., & 
Wassenaar, A. (2000).  

n / a Positive H 
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Table 2.4: Determinants of escalation of commitment from the systematic literature review (continued) 
Determinant topic Determinant Determinant elucidation Article Mediators or moderators Effect  Relation type  

 Sunk cost Sunk cost: “That is, on the basis of the amount of time and money previously spent, 
decision makers could become psychologically “stuck” to an ongoing project.” 
(Moon, 2001a, p. 104).  

Moon, H. (2001a). n / a Inverted 
U-shape 

H 

 Sunk cost Sunk cost: The amount of money already spent on a project (Keil et al., 2000).  Brockner, J. (1992). n / a Positive P 

 Time investment Time investment: “Entraps decision makers, as they do not want to admit their time 
investment has been a waste; although such investments may sometimes need to be 
put in monetary terms to make them salient.” (Sleesman et al., 2012, p. 543). 

Sleesman, D. J., Conlon, D. E., 
McNamara, G., & Miles, J. E. 
(2012). 

n / a Positive H 

Organizational characteristics 

Organizational governance 

O. Personal 
responsibility 
(Organizational 
perspective) 

Bifurcating who 
authorizes initial 
investments from who 
undertakes decision 

Bifurcating: “Research has found that bifurcating who authorizes initial investments 
from who undertakes decision progress reviews lessens the likelihood of escalation” 
(Sleesman et al., 2018, p. 186). 

Sleesman, D. J., Lennard, A. C., 
McNamara, G., & Conlon, D. E. 
(2018). 

n / a Negative  P 

 Change in decision maker 
(relative to same decision 
maker) 

Change in decision maker: “The management of the loan transferred from the 
originating bank branch to the banks’ “loan support team” (McNamara et al., 2002, 
p. 447). 

McNamara, G., Moon, H., & 
Bromiley, P. (2002). 

n / a Negative H 

 Entrepreneurs who 
started their firms 
(relative to entrepreneurs 
who purchased their firm) 

Entrepreneurs who started their firms: The entrepreneur started the business 
(McCarthy et al., 1993).  
Entrepreneurs who purchased their firm: The business was an existing one that was 
acquired by the entrepreneur (McCarthy et al., 1993). 

McCarthy, A. M., Schoorman, F. 
D., & Cooper, A. C. (1993). 

Moderator: Feedback from 
the marketplace is negative 
(positive). 

Positive H 

 Levels of stock ownership 
by outside directors 

Levels of stock ownership by outside directors: “Firms whose boards had a higher 
proportion of qualified outside directors and higher levels of stock ownership by 
outside directors would be more likely to de-escalate.” (Sleesman et al., 2018, p. 
192). 

Sleesman, D. J., Lennard, A. C., 
McNamara, G., & Conlon, D. E. 
(2018). 

n / a Negative P 

 Managers who initiate a 
project (relative to 
managers who assume 
leadership after a project 
is started)  

Managers who initiate a project: Managers that were personally responsible for 
initiating a course of action (Schmidt & Calantone, 2002).  
Managers who assume leadership after a project is started: Manager assumed 
leadership project that their predecessor initiated before being transferred to 
Europe. They were not responsible for initiating it. (Schmidt & Calantone, 2002).  

Schmidt, J. B., & Calantone, R. J. 
(2002) 

n / a Positive H 

 Proportion of board that 
is a qualified outside 
director  

Proportion of board that is a qualified outside director: “Firms whose boards had a 
higher proportion of qualified outside directors and higher levels of stock ownership 
by outside directors would be more likely to de-escalate.” (Sleesman et al., 2018, p. 
192). 

Sleesman, D. J., Lennard, A. C., 
McNamara, G., & Conlon, D. E. 
(2018). 

n / a Negative  P 

 The use of outside board 
members in private family 
business (relative to no 
use of outside board 
members in private family 
business) 

The use of outside board members in private family business: “The support, 
knowledge, and insights of outside board members shared in decision making not 
only provide owner– managers of private family businesses with valuable strategic 
options to consider, but also provide them with exonerating information. That is, to 
the degree outside board members provide input to the strategic decisions of the 
private family business they share responsibility for the outcomes of these 
decisions.” (Woods et al., 2012, p. 21). 

Woods, J. A., Dalziel, T., & 
Barton, S. L. (2012). 

Mediators: 1. Private family 
firm owner–manager’s 
feeling of responsibility for 
negative decision 
consequences. 2. 
Perceptions of the 
probability of future success. 
3. Firm owner–managers’ 
perceptions of the value of 
future success. 4. Internal 
need for competence and 
the motivation to justify. 
 
 
 

Negative P 
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Table 2.4: Determinants of escalation of commitment from the systematic literature review (continued) 
Determinant topic Determinant Determinant elucidation Article Mediators or moderators Effect  Relation type  

P. Project 
Management 

A delay in the 
entrepreneur’s action 
crisis 

A delay in the entrepreneur’s action crisis: “Brandstätterand Schüler (2013) recently 
introduced the notion of an “action crisis” to refer to the phase of goal striving in 
which“ setbacks have accumulated and failures in making progress towards one’s 
goal are becoming highly visible” (544). This action crisis comes after one has already 
invested heavily in goal pursuit and has begun to encounter recurring difficulties such 
that a decision dilemma emerges of whether to persist or disengage (cf., Carver and 
Scheier, 2005).” (McMullen et al., 2016, p. 667). 

McMullen, J. S., & Kier, A. S. 
(2016) 

n / a Positive P  

 An investment is treated 
overtly as one of a 
portfolio of decisions or 
operations  

An investment is treated overtly as one of a portfolio of decisions or operations: 
“When a given production plant was part of a multiplant system, the individual plant 
faced a greater likelihood of closure—suggesting that it is easier to de-escalate when 
a given plant (or investment, more broadly) is treated overtly as one of a portfolio of 
decisions or operations.” (Sleesman et al., 2018, p. 191). 

Sleesman, D. J., Lennard, A. C., 
McNamara, G., & Conlon, D. E. 
(2018). 

n / a Negative  P 

 Decisions are embedded 
as part of an 
organization’s overall set 
of investments and 
routines  

Decisions are embedded as part of an organization’s overall set of investments and 
routines: “When decisions are embedded as part of an organization’s overall set of 
investments and routines, escalation is more likely to occur.” (Sleesman et al., 2018, 
p. 191).  

Sleesman, D. J., Lennard, A. C., 
McNamara, G., & Conlon, D. E. 
(2018). 

n / a Positive P 

 Information acquisition Information acquisition: “Providing information about a decision reduces ambiguity, 
which can reinforce the poor prospects for the decision (Bowen, 1987; Bragger, 
Hantula, Bragger, Kirnan, & Kutcher, 2003).” (Sleesman et al., 2012, p. 543). 

Sleesman, D. J., Conlon, D. E., 
McNamara, G., & Miles, J. E. 
(2012). 

n / a Negative H 

 Leadership change Leadership change: “Entry and exit of leaders in teams.” (Kalmanovich-Cohen et al., 
2018, p. 598) 

Kalmanovich-Cohen, H., 
Pearsall, M. J., & Christian, J. S. 
(2018) 

Mediator: Team initial plan 
commitment (negative). 

Negative H 

 Level of monitoring 
decision maker 

Level of monitoring decision maker: Being on the banks watch list. (McNamara et 
al., 2002). 

McNamara, G., Moon, H., & 
Bromiley, P. (2002). 

n / a Negative H 

 Setting clear decision 
goals  

Setting clear decision goals: “There is evidence that setting clear decision goals or 
rules for when to de-escalate before embarking on the course of action can facilitate 
de-escalation.” (Sleesman et al., 2018, p. 186). 

Sleesman, D. J., Lennard, A. C., 
McNamara, G., & Conlon, D. E. 
(2018). 

n / a Negative  P 

Organizational characteristics 

Type of organization 

Q. Entrepreneurship Entrepreneurial intentions Entrepreneurial intentions: “Investment allocation choices of small 
entrepreneurship-minded groups.” (Markovitch et al., 2014, p. 303). 

Markovitch, D. G., Huang, D., 
Peters, L., Phani, B. V., Philip, 
D., & Tracy, W. (2014). 

n / a Positive H 

 Entrepreneurs (relative to 
established firms)  

Entrepreneurs: They found that established firms were more likely to cancel 
licensing agreements than entrepreneurs, concluding that the former were more 
likely to de-escalate (Sleesman, D. J., Lennard, A. C., McNamara, G., & Conlon, D. E., 
2018). 

Sleesman, D. J., Lennard, A. C., 
McNamara, G., & Conlon, D. E. 
(2018). 

n / a Positive P 

 Entrepreneurs (relative to 
other individuals) 

Entrepreneurs: “People who formulate new ideas, recognize opportunities, and 
translate these into added value to society by assuming the risk of starting a 
business.” (Baron, 1998, p. 276). 

Baron, R. A. (1998).  n / a Positive P 

 Personal options Personal options: “When entrepreneurs have many other options available to them 
outside the firm (personal options) they are less likely to persist.” (DeTienne et al., 
2008, p. 529). 

DeTienne, D. R., Shepherd, D. 
A., & De Castro, J. O. (2008).  

Moderator: Extrinsic 
motivation (Negative). 

Negative H 

 Technology entrepreneurs 
(relative to non-
technology 
entrepreneurs) 

Technology entrepreneurs: Commercialize new technology to create a new venture 
(Yang, J., Liu, Y., Zhang, Y., Chen, H., & Niu, F., 2015). 

Yang, J., Liu, Y., Zhang, Y., Chen, 
H., & Niu, F. (2015). 

n / a Positive H 
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Table 2.4: Determinants of escalation of commitment from the systematic literature review (continued) 
Determinant topic Determinant Determinant elucidation Article Mediators or moderators Effect  Relation type  

R. Experience Experience or expertise Experience or expertise: “In a given domain may affect how decision makers react 
to negative feedback and engage in pressures to justify the decision to continue a 
course of action (Bragger et al., 2003; Garland et al., 1990).” (Sleesman et al., 2012, 
p. 543) 

Sleesman, D. J., Conlon, D. E., 
McNamara, G., & Miles, J. E. 
(2012). 

n / a Positive H 

S. Product or service 
factors 

Firms with incremental 
innovations (relative to 
novel innovations)  

Firms with incremental innovations: “Similar to their existing technologies.” 
(Sleesman et al., 2018, p. 188). Firms with novel innovations: “Unrelated to their 
existing technologies.” (Sleesman et al., 2018, p. 188). 

Sleesman, D. J., Lennard, A. C., 
McNamara, G., & Conlon, D. E. 
(2018). 

n / a Positive P 

 Innovativeness of a 
product 

Innovativeness of a product: “Not all new products are new. At one extreme are 
radical innovations, while at the other are incremental improvements.” (Schmidt & 
Calantone, 2002, p. 106). 

Schmidt, J. B., & Calantone, R. J. 
(2002) 

n / a Positive H 

External characteristics 

Marketplace characteristics 

T. Market factors Environmental 
munificence 

Environmental munificence: “Environmental munificence is the extent to which the 
environment can support sustained growth or the overall capacity of the 
environment (Starbuck, 1976).” (DeTienne et al., 2008, p. 533). 

DeTienne, D. R., Shepherd, D. 
A., & De Castro, J. O. (2008).  

n / a Negative H 

 IT projects (relative to 
other industries)  

IT projects: “Because IT projects tend to be highly dynamic, with infrequent risk 
assessments and requirements that are constantly shifting, up to 40% of them result 
in some form of escalation of commitment (Keil & Montealegre, 2000: 56).“ 
(Sleesman et al., 2018, p. 195). 

Sleesman, D. J., Lennard, A. C., 
McNamara, G., & Conlon, D. E. 
(2018). 

n / a Positive P 

 Larger competitors’ high 
action volume 

Action volume: “A basic and frequently examined characteristic defined as the total 
number of actions taken by a certain rival over a given time period. (Hsieh et al., 
2015, p. 41). 

Hsieh, K. Y., Tsai, W., & Chen, 
M. J. (2015). 

n / a Positive H 

 Market complexity  Complex market: “A market with new and changing information” (Sleesman et al., 
2018, p. 195). 

Sleesman, D. J., Lennard, A. C., 
McNamara, G., & Conlon, D. E. 
(2018). 

n / a Negative P 

 Market dynamism  Market dynamism: “The instability of the external environment (Beard & Dess, 
1979), could discourage entrepreneurs from continuing or make them believe they 
can find unique success if they are talented.” (Sleesman et al., 2018, p. 194). 

Sleesman, D. J., Lennard, A. C., 
McNamara, G., & Conlon, D. E. 
(2018). 

n / a Negative P 

 Market munificence  Market munificence: “The amount of growth that a market can sustain (Starbuck, 
1976).” (Sleesman et al., 2018, p. 194). 

Sleesman, D. J., Lennard, A. C., 
McNamara, G., & Conlon, D. E. 
(2018). 

n / a Positive P 

 Smaller competitors’ 
positive performance 

Positive performance: “Operating profitably in a target location” (Hsieh et al., 2015, 
p. 42). 

Hsieh, K. Y., Tsai, W., & Chen, 
M. J. (2015). 

n / a Positive H 

 Stable industries (relative 
to turbulent ones) 

Stable industries: “Managers were more responsive to negative feedback in a stable 
industry as compared with a turbulent one.” (Sleesman et al., 2018, p. 195). 

Sleesman, D. J., Lennard, A. C., 
McNamara, G., & Conlon, D. E. 
(2018). 

n / a Negative P 
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2.3.2.1 Human characteristics 

The human characteristics main category 

includes all determinants that deal with human 

aspects that influence EoC. This involves both 

the individual level of the decision maker, as 

well as the group level of interactions between 

the decision maker and other people involved. 

More specifically, the two subcategories that 

emerged within this main category are 

psychological characteristics and cultural 

characteristics.  

i. Psychological characteristics 

Psychological characteristics capture elements 

that describe the decision maker in terms of 

cognition, behavior and affect. Examples are: 

entrepreneurial intentions, emotional 

ownership, intrinsic motivation (relative to 

extrinsic motivation), anticipated regret for 

continuing a failed project, and so on. The 

specific determinant topics that will be 

discussed in this paragraph are shown in Table 

2.5.  

 

Table 2.5: Determinant topics within 

psychological characteristics 
 Determinant topics 

A. Confidence and self-efficacy 
B. Information framing 
C. Motivation 
D. Personal responsibility (human perspective) 
E. Proximity to the project 
F. Regret 
G. Risk 
H. Social factors 
I. Other psychological factors 

 

A. Confidence and self-efficacy 

There are several authors that have researched 

the effect of self-efficacy, confidence and self-

esteem on EoC. However, the findings 

surrounding this determinant topic differ. Jani 

(2011) discovered that task-specific self-

efficacy would have a negative effect on EoC 

and Sivanathan et al. (2008) found that self-

esteem would have a negative effect on EoC. 

On the contrary, other authors found that self-

efficacy or confidence (Sleesman et al., 2012), 

collective efficacy of organizational members 

(DeTienne et al., 2008), and expressed or non-

expressed overconfidence (Sleesman et al., 

2018; McCarthy et al., 1993) had a positive 

effect on EoC. 

 

As the above-mentioned findings are 

contradictory, it is important to investigate 

how these constructs affect EoC in a small 

start-up setting. 

 

B. Information Framing  

Feldman and Wong (2018) found that framing 

escalation as action and de-escalation as 

inaction (relative to the reverse framing) 

positively influences EoC. Additionally, 

Sleesman et al. (2012) found that positive 

information framing (relative to negative 

information framing), negatively influences 

EoC. Sleesman et al. (2012) noted that when 

prior business outcomes, which were 

objectively negative, are framed in a positive 

way, people tend to become more risk-averse 

for later decisions and are therefore less likely 

to escalate their commitment. It would thus be 

particularly interesting to investigate how 

entrepreneurs framed information regarding 

the continuation or termination of their 

business and how this influences EoC.  

 

C. Motivation 

Several determinants of EoC regarding a 

decision maker’s motivation have been 

researched. If the decision maker has intrinsic 

motivation for making the business a success, 

this increases EoC relative to extrinsic 

motivation (Sleesman et al., 2018; Yang et al., 

2015). Furthermore, if the decision maker has 

prevention-focused motivations, this increases 

EoC, relative to promotion-focused 

motivations (Molden & Hui, 2011). Moreover, 

McMullen and Kier (2016) proposed that if the 

decision maker engages in eager goal striving, 

EoC increases relative to cautious goal striving. 

Lastly, decision makers with prosocial aims for 

the course of action are more likely to engage 

in EoC than decision makers with egoistical 

aims (Schaumberg & Wiltermuth, 2014). 
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D. Personal responsibility (human perspective) 

There is a great consensus in the EoC literature 

that: a higher feeling of responsibility for the 

initial decision to pursue a certain course of 

action leads to a higher level of EoC (Sleesman 

et al., 2012; Schultze et al., 2012; Wong & 

Kwong, 2007; Bazerman et al., 1984; Staw & 

Fox, 1977).  

 

Moreover, other psychological factors like a 

higher level of perspective taking, a higher level 

of psychological connection between the initial 

decision maker and a new decision maker, 

expressed preference for the initial decision 

(theoretical) (Sleesman et al., 2018), a higher 

level of how revealing prior outcomes are of 

one’s self-identity (Brockner et al., 1986) and 

emotional ownership (Chirico et al., 2018), 

could theoretically all contribute to a higher 

level of EoC. Hence the overwhelming amount 

of findings regarding this determinant topic, 

this effect should also be investigated in a small 

start-up context. 

 

E. Proximity to the project 

Proximity to the project was another 

determinant topic that emerged from the 

literature. Sleesman et al. (2018) proposed 

that distant projects (relative to closer 

projects), negatively influences EoC and that 

identifying with and becoming heavily involved 

in decisions positively influences EoC. 

Moreover, Devigne et al. (2016) found that 

domestic venture capital firms (relative to 

cross-border venture capital firms) positively 

influences EoC. It could therefore be argued 

that the closer the entrepreneur feels in 

proximity to their project, the more likely she 

or he is to engage in EoC. 

 

F. Regret 

It was found that anticipated regret for 

continuing a failing course of action decreases 

EoC (Sleesman et al., 2012; Wong & Kwong, 

2007). Moreover, escalation-specific regret 

(either experienced from an earlier escalation 

or primed through imagining an escalation 

scenario) was also found to have a negative 

effect on EoC (Ku, 2008). Therefore, it would be 

interesting to investigate how entrepreneurs 

experience the effect of anticipated regret on 

EoC in practice.  

 

G. Risk 

Several determinants of EoC that are related to 

risk have been identified. These include: risk 

propensity (Keil et al., 2000), decision risk 

(Sleesman et al., 2012) and risk perception 

(Jani, 2011).  

From the literature analysis, it became clear 

that when decision makers have a higher 

tendency to take risky actions, EoC will 

increase (Keil et al., 2000). Furthermore, the 

likelihood of loss gets increased by risk 

perception and the salience of this loss 

potential then becomes more apparent to 

decision makers, which decreases the 

likelihood of EoC (Sleesman et al., 2012; Jani, 

2011). It could therefore be argued that when 

entrepreneurs would be more aware of the 

risks the decision to continue entails, EoC will 

decrease. 

 

H. Social factors 

Several social determinants of EoC have been 

identified in the literature. Huang et al. (2019) 

found that when the common group emotion is 

hope (relative to fear), EoC will increase. 

Furthermore, when the group identity or 

cohesiveness strength is higher, EoC will also 

increase (Sleesman et al., 2012). Lastly, when 

projects become tied to the community in 

which an organization resides, this could 

theoretically also positively influence EoC 

(Sleesman et al., 2018).  

 

As a large number of entrepreneurs operates 

within a team (Chowdhury, 2005), social 

aspects should be taken into consideration to 

possibly influence EoC in an entrepreneurship 

context as well. 
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I. Other psychological factors 

Additional psychological factors that could not 

be classified under one of the other 

determinant topics are discussed in this 

section. 

 

The following determinants have been found 

to positively influence EoC: angry emotion 

condition (relative to fearful) (Tsai & Young, 

2010), ego threat (Sleesman et al., 2012), the 

achievement striving facet of 

conscientiousness (Moon, 2001b) and 

authority pressures (theoretical) (Sleesman et 

al., 2018). 

 

Additionally, the following determinants have 

been found to negatively influence EoC: 

mental budgeting (Yang et al., 2015; Heath, 

1995), the decision maker is given the 

opportunity to affirm an important personal 

value (relative to not being given this 

opportunity) (Sivanathan et al., 2008), 

individuals who affirm a low task-relevant trait 

(relative to individuals who affirm a high task-

relevant trait) (Sivanathan et al., 2008), ego 

depletion (Lee et al., 2018), negative affect 

(Wong et al., 2006), duty facet of 

conscientiousness (Moon, 2001b) and a 

rational thinking style (relative to an intuitive 

thinking style) (Eliëns et al., 2018). 

 

As many of these factors could play a role in an 

entrepreneurship context as well, the effect of 

psychological factors on EoC should be 

investigated open-mindedly.  

 

ii. Cultural characteristics 

Cultural characteristics encompass 

determinants that are related to ideas, 

customs, or social behavior of a particular 

society. Furthermore, these determinants are 

associated with either organizational culture or 

regional culture. Examples are: Eastern 

cultures (relative to Western cultures), 

cultures with reluctance to appear weak by 

admitting mistakes (relative to cultures where 

this is of lesser significance) or a strong ethical 

setting (relative to a weak one). The specific 

determinant topic that will be discussed in this 

paragraph is shown in Table 2.6.  

 

Table 2.6: Determinant topics within cultural 

characteristics 
 Determinant topics 

J. Culture 

 

J. Culture 

Determinants of EoC regarding both national 

culture as well as organizational culture have 

been found in literature. These include: a 

strong ethical setting (relative to a weak one) 

(theoretical), the extent of political tension 

(theoretical), cultures with reluctance to 

appear weak by admitting mistakes 

(theoretical), low uncertainty avoidance 

cultures (theoretical), decisions that are in line 

with the organizational culture (theoretical) 

(Sleesman et al., 2018) and Eastern cultures 

(relative to Western cultures) (Liang et al., 

2014), which all positively affect EoC. 

 

Both business- as well as regional-cultures, 

appear to have influenced EoC in different 

research contexts. Thus, both types of cultures 

would be interesting subjects of investigation 

in the small start-up setting. 

 

2.3.2.2 Organizational characteristics 

The organizational characteristics main 

category includes all determinants that deal 

with aspects of the business that influence 

EoC. This includes decisions that are made on 

how to run the business, differences in 

organization type and determinants that are 

specific to a particular project. More 

specifically, the three subcategories that 

emerged within this main category are project 

characteristics, organizational governance and 

type of organization. These subcategories will 

be further explained below. 
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i. Project characteristics 

Project characteristics refer to determinants 

that are specific to the project, about which 

the decision for termination or continuation 

needs to be made. This includes both 

information that becomes available during this 

project, which is relevant for making the 

decision, as well as elements regarding the 

progress of the project. Examples of these 

characteristics are: level of project completion, 

negative early information or efficacy of 

resources. The specific determinant topics that 

will be discussed in this paragraph are shown 

in Table 2.7.  

 

Table 2.7: Determinant topics within project 

characteristics 
 Determinant topics 

K. Decision information 
L. Finance 
M. Project completion 
N. Sunk cost 

 

K. Decision information 

Sleesman et al. (2012) and Sleesman et al. 

(2018) proposed that: positive performance 

trend information, decision uncertainty, strong 

prior organizational performance and media 

reinforcement of one’s decisions all positively 

influence EoC. They also found that: 

information acquisition, negative early 

information and clear and extremely negative 

feedback all negatively influence EoC. 

 

In line with Sleesman et al. (2012) and 

Sleesman et al. (2018), DeTienne et al. (2008) 

found that previous organizational success was 

positively related to EoC as it may cause 

entrepreneurs to believe that they have the 

“right formula” and that persistence would 

lead to success. 

 

It could therefore be argued that clarity of, and 

access to useful information for decision 

making, can aid in de-escalation. Furthermore, 

there is a possibility that positive information 

stimulates escalation and negative information 

stimulates de-escalation. 

 

However, McNamara et al. (2002) found that 

the deterioration of a situation has a positive 

relationship with EoC, which is contrasting to 

the view that negative information stimulates 

de-escalation. It is therefore important to 

investigate how positive or negative 

information and feedback influences 

entrepreneurial decision making. 

 

L. Finance 

In terms of additional financial determinants of 

EoC, it was found that the availability of more 

opportunity cost information and the ease of 

investment tracking (Heath, 1995) contribute 

to a decrease in EoC. It could therefore be 

argued that a higher awareness of the financial 

situation of a new venture (e.g., investments, 

budgets and costs) decreases EoC.  

 

On the other hand, the efficacy of resources; 

the probability that the commitment of new 

resources will turn an unfavorable situation 

around, positively influences EoC (Staw & Fox, 

1977). This could be relevant in the start-up 

setting too, as founders might consider this 

probability when making decisions on 

allocating new resources. 

 

M. Project completion 

Both Moon (2001a) and Sleesman et al. (2012) 

found that the closer a project is to its 

completion, the higher the level of EoC 

becomes. Sleesman et al. (2012) argued that, 

as a project approaches its completion, the 

original project success goals get substituted 

by a completion goal. 

 

Founders of a start-up might have important 

milestones to work towards rather than 

concrete projects to be completed. In this 

context, it would thus be interesting to 

investigate how the proximity to a milestone 

might influence EoC.  
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N. Sunk cost 

According to Keil et al. (2000, p. 300), sunk cost 

is defined as “the amount of money already 

spent on a project”. Sleesman et al. (2012) 

noted that sunk cost might trigger self-

justification pressures, since decision makers 

do not want to be seen as wasting 

organizational resources. The majority of the 

literature agrees that sunk cost is positively 

related to EoC (Sleesman et al., 2012; Keil et al., 

2000; Brockner, 1992).  

 

Moreover, Sleesman et al. (2012) noted that 

time investment in a project is also positively 

related to EoC. Their explanation was that 

decision makers might not want to admit their 

time investment has been a waste (similar to 

sunk cost). Although to make these time 

investments salient, they may need to be 

translated to monetary terms first. In line with 

this finding, DeTienne et al. (2008) found that 

personal investments, including time and 

energy, are positively related to EoC. 

 

However, there are also contrasting views that 

sunk cost would have a negative effect 

(Garland et al., 1990) or an inverted U-shaped 

effect (Moon, 2001a) on EoC. As the general 

consensus in literature is that sunk cost has a 

positive effect on EoC, this could be assumed 

to be transferable to an entrepreneurship 

research context as well. The above-

mentioned findings will nevertheless be kept in 

mind.  

 

ii. Organizational governance 

Organizational governance characteristics 

capture elements that are related to the 

system of processes, rules and practices by 

which a company is directed and controlled. 

Examples are: leadership change, setting clear 

decision goals or level of monitoring the 

decision maker. The specific determinant 

topics that will be discussed in this paragraph 

are shown in Table 2.8.  

 

Table 2.8: Determinant topics within 

organizational governance 
 Determinant topics 

O. Personal responsibility (organizational perspective) 
P. Project management 

 

O. Personal responsibility (organizational 

perspective) 

Like the determinant topic of personal 

responsibility in the human characteristic main 

category, certain decisions in organizational 

governance can lead to a heightened feeling of 

personal responsibility for the initial course of 

action. This may then lead to heightened 

chances of EoC. To illustrate, managers who 

initiated a project or entrepreneurs who 

founded their company are both more likely to 

engage in EoC than managers or entrepreneurs 

that assume leadership at a later point in time 

(Schmidt & Calantone, 2002; McCarthy et al., 

1993). Moreover, by including outside board 

members in a business board or by increasing 

stock ownership by outside directors, EoC could 

also be decreased (theoretical) (Sleesman et 

al., 2018; Woods et al., 2012). What these 

variables have in common is that in one 

instance, a person feels more personal 

responsibility for the initial course of action 

than in another and is, therefore, more likely 

to escalate their commitment. 

 

In line with this view, it has also been found 

that a change in decision maker over time 

decreases EoC (Sleesman et al., 2018; 

McNamara et al., 2002), as the new decision 

maker was not responsible for the initial 

course of action. 

 

Change in the decision maker might be less 

likely for founders of a start-up. Nevertheless, 

it is interesting to investigate how this feeling 

of personal responsibility may play a role in 

their escalation.  

 

P. Project Management  

The following determinants have been found 

to positively influence EoC: a delay in the 
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entrepreneur’s action crisis (theoretical) 

(McMullen & Kier, 2016), decisions are 

embedded as part of an organization’s overall 

set of investments and routines (theoretical) 

(Sleesman et al., 2018) and efficacy of 

resources (Staw & Fox, 1977). 

 

Additionally, the following determinants have 

been found to negatively influence EoC: 

leadership change (Kalmanovich-Cohen et al., 

2018), level of monitoring decision maker 

(McNamara et al., 2002), setting clear decision 

goals (theoretical) and an investment is treated 

overtly as one of a portfolio of decisions or 

operations (theoretical) (Sleesman et al., 

2018). 

 

Adequate project management is an important 

aspect of starting a new venture and its effect 

on EoC should therefore be inspected more 

closely in this setting. 

 

iii. Type of organization 

The type of organization concerns 

determinants that are related to the level of 

innovation the firm engages in and the level of 

experience the decision maker has. Examples 

of such determinants are: technology 

entrepreneurs (relative to non-technology 

entrepreneurs), the level of innovativeness of 

a product a company develops, or 

entrepreneurs (relative to established firms). 

The specific determinant topics that will be 

discussed in this paragraph are shown in Table 

2.9.  

 

Table 2.9: Determinant topics within type of 

organization 
 Determinant topics 

Q. Entrepreneurship 
R. Experience 
S. Product or service factors 

 

Q. Entrepreneurship 

Baron (1998) proposed that entrepreneurs are 

more likely to experience EoC than other 

individuals due to their extremely intense 

initial commitment, their difficulty of enduring 

loss of face and their great feeling of pressure 

to justify initial decisions. Sleesman et al. 

(2018) also argued that entrepreneurial firms 

might be more likely to engage in EoC than 

established firms. Furthermore, technology 

entrepreneurs were found to be more likely to 

experience EoC than non-technology 

entrepreneurs (Yang et al., 2015). Additionally, 

if an entrepreneur has plenty of other options 

available to her or him outside the firm 

(personal options), she or he is less likely to 

persist with the company (DeTienne et al., 

2008). Lastly, the higher the entrepreneurial 

intentions of an entrepreneur, the more likely 

she or he is to engage in EoC (Markovitch et al., 

2014). These findings are especially interesting 

to this research as they all concern 

entrepreneurs. The effect of the level of 

entrepreneurial intentions and type of 

entrepreneur on EoC should therefore be 

investigated further. 

R. Experience 

According to Sleesman et al. (2012), experience 

or expertise in a given domain was positively 

related to EoC, as this might affect how one 

engages in the pressure to justify the decision 

to maintain the chosen course of action and 

how one reacts to negative feedback. 

 

As experience in a specific field of work, or with 

entrepreneurship in general, can vary greatly 

between entrepreneurs, it is interesting to 

further examine how this may affect EoC in 

small start-ups.  

 

S. Product or service factors  

Regarding the product that a company 

develops, it was found that when the 

innovativeness of a product increases, EoC 

increases (Sleesman et al., 2018; Schmidt & 

Calantone, 2002). As new ventures often 

largely revolve around the creation of a 

product or service, the effect of its 

innovativeness on EoC is well worth examining. 
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2.3.2.3 External characteristics 

The external characteristics main category 

includes determinants that originate from 

outside the business, the team and the 

individual. More specifically, there is one 

subcategory within this main category, 

namely: marketplace characteristics. 

 

i. Marketplace characteristics 

Marketplace characteristics refer to 

determinants that are related to the 

marketplace the company operates in. This 

includes information about the competition as 

well as characteristics of the market in a 

broader sense. Examples of marketplace 

characteristics are: larger competitors' high 

action volume, smaller competitors' positive 

performance or the level of market complexity, 

dynamism and munificence. The specific 

determinant topic that will be discussed in this 

paragraph is shown in Table 2.10.  

 

Table 2.10: Determinant topics within 

marketplace characteristics 
 Determinant topics 

T. Market factors 

 

T. Market factors  

Sleesman et al. (2018) proposed that IT 

projects (relative to other industries) have a 

positive effect on EoC, as well as that stable 

industries (relative to turbulent ones) have a 

negative effect on EoC. 

 

Furthermore, Hsieh et al. (2015) researched 

the effect of competitors’ behavior on 

escalation behavior in a company. They found 

that both larger competitors' high action 

volume and smaller competitors' positive 

performance are positively related to EoC in 

the concerned company. 

 

Additionally, Sleesman et al. (2018) proposed 

that three market factors affect EoC, which 

include: market complexity, dynamism and 

munificence. Of these market factors, market 

complexity and dynamism have a negative 

influence on EoC and munificence has a 

positive influence on EoC. In line with this 

finding, DeTienne et al. (2008) found that 

environmental munificence was negatively 

related to EoC. In sum, industry type, 

competitor behavior and general market 

parameters can all influence EoC. External 

determinants of EoC should therefore be 

expected to be present for small start-ups too. 

2.3.2.4 Determinant distributions over main 

categories 

Table 2.11 and 2.12 (p. 29) represent the 

distribution of determinants of EoC over the 

main categories, subcategories and 

determinant topics in the overall prior 

literature and in the entrepreneurship 

research domain specifically, respectively. As 

can be seen from both tables, most 

determinants were found in the main 

categories of human characteristics (51.4% 

and 40.0%) and organizational characteristics 

(40.8% and 53.3%), with external 

characteristics only holding 7.8% and 6.7% of 

the data. Moreover, the subcategory of 

psychological characteristics was, in both 

cases, by far the one with the most 

determinants (45.6% and 40.0%), followed by 

project characteristics (19.4%) for the overall 

prior literature and type of organization 

(26.7%) for entrepreneurship domain. 

Paragraph 2.4 will explain what these results 

implied for the empirical part of the study. 
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Table 2.11: Distribution of all determinants of EoC over main categories, subcategories and 

determinant topics in prior literature 
Main category Count % Subcategory Count % Determinant topic Count % 

Human 
characteristics 

53 51.4 
Psychological 
characteristics 

47 45.6 Confidence and self-efficacy 6 5.8 
  

 
  

 Information framing 2 1.9   
 

  
 Motivation 5 4.9   

 
  

 Personal responsibility (human 
perspective) 

10 9.7 
  

 
  

 Proximity to the project 3 2.9   
 

  
 Regret 3 2.9   

 
  

 Risk 3 2.9   
 

  
 Social factors 3 2.9   

 
  

 Other psychological factors 12 11.7 

  
 

 Cultural 
characteristics 

6 5.8 Culture 6 5.8 

Organizational 
characteristics 

42 40.8 
Project 
characteristics 

20 19.4 Decision information 8 7.8 
  

 
  

 Finance 3 2.9   
 

  
 Project completion 2 1.9   

 
  

 Sunk cost 7 6.8   
 Organizational 

governance 
14 13.6 

Personal responsibility (organizational 
perspective) 

7 6.8 
  

 
  

 Project management 7 6.8   
 Type of 

organization 
8 7.8 Entrepreneurship 5 4.9 

      Experience 1 1.0 

  
 

   
 

 Product or service factors 2 1.9 

External 
characteristics 

8 7.8 
Marketplace 
characteristics 

8 7.8 Market 8 7.8 

Total 103 100   103 100   103 100 

 

Table 2.12: Distribution of determinants of EoC over main categories, subcategories and determinant 

topics in the entrepreneurship research domain 
Main category Count % Subcategory Count % Determinant topic Count % 

Human 
characteristics 

6 40.0 
Psychological 
characteristics 

6 40.0 Confidence and self-efficacy 2 13.2 
 

          Motivation 2 13.2 
 

          Social factors 1 6.7 
 

          Other psychological factors 1 6.7 

Organizational 
characteristics 

8 53.3 
Project 
characteristics 

2 13.3 Decision information 1 6.7 
 

          Sunk cost 1 6.7 
 

    
Organizational 
governance 

2 13.3 
Personal responsibility (organizational 
perspective) 

1 6.7 
 

          Project management 1 6.7 
 

    
Type of 
organization 

4 26.7 Entrepreneurship 4 26.7 

External 
characteristics 

1 6.7 
Marketplace 
characteristics 

1 6.7 Market factors 1 6.7 

Total 15 100   15 100   15 100 

2.3.3 Research context 

To answer SQ1 and SQ2, it was necessary to 

analyze the research contexts in which the 

determinants were found. Table 2.13 (p. 30) 

shows the number of determinants and 

articles per research context. As can be seen 

from this table, most determinants of EoC 

were found in the context of an established 

firm (50.5%) or in an unspecified (no specific 

type of industry and mostly student 

participants) research context (18.4%). Only 

14.6% of the determinants were found in the 

entrepreneurship research context. Paragraph 

2.4 will explain what these results implied for 

the empirical part of the study.  
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Table 2.13: Distribution of determinants of 

EoC over research contexts 
Research Context Number of 

determinants 
% Number 

of 
Articles 

% 

Established 
organizations  

52 50.5 7 17.9 

Unspecified 19 18.4 14 35.9 

Entrepreneurship 15 14.6 7 17.9 

IT industry 4 3.9 2 5.1 

New product 
development 

3 2.9 3 7.7 

Family businesses 3 2.9 2 5.1 

Banking industry 3 2.9 1 2.6 

Human resource 
management 

2 1.9 1 2.6 

Venture capital 
investments 

1 1.0 1 2.6 

Petroleum-exploration 
ventures 

1 1.0 1 2.6 

Total 103 100 39 100 

 

2.4 Theoretical research conclusion 

The first and second sub-research questions 

for the theoretical research were the 

following: 

SQ1: Which determinants of escalation of 

commitment have been found in existing 

literature in an entrepreneurship research 

context? 

and 

SQ2: Which determinants of escalation of 

commitment have been found in existing 

literature in other research contexts (e.g., 

psychology, new product development, 

innovation and so on)? 

As was mentioned before, Appendix A shows 

the 39 input articles and their corresponding 

research context. Table 2.14 summarizes the 

15 determinants that were identified to affect 

EoC specifically in the entrepreneurship 

context. These determinants of EoC were 

valuable for uncovering the first set of 

determinants of EoC during the empirical part 

of this study.  

Table 2.14: Determinants of EoC in an 

entrepreneurship context 
Determinant Authors 

Human characteristics 

Psychological characteristics 

Collective efficacy of organizational 

members 

DeTienne et al. (2008) 

Group emotion is Hope (relative to 

Fear) 

Huang et al. (2019) 

Expressed overconfidence McCarthy et al. (1993) 

Eager goal striving (relative to 

cautious goal striving)  

McMullen & Kier (2016) 

Intrinsic motivation (relative to 

extrinsic motivation) 

Yang et al. (2015) 

Setting a mental budget (relative to 

setting no mental budget) 

Yang et al. (2015) 

Organizational characteristics 

Project characteristics 

Personal investment DeTienne et al. (2008) 

Previous organizational success DeTienne et al. (2008) 

Organizational characteristics 

Organizational governance 

A delay in the entrepreneur's action 

crisis 

McMullen & Kier (2016) 

Entrepreneurs who started their firms 

(relative to entrepreneurs who 

purchased their firm) 

McCarthy et al. (1993) 

Organizational characteristics 

Type of organization 

Entrepreneurs (relative to other 

individuals) 

Baron (1998)  

Personal options DeTienne et al. (2008) 

Entrepreneurial intentions Markovitch et al. (2014) 

Technology entrepreneurs (relative to 

non-technology entrepreneurs) 

Yang et al. (2015) 

External characteristics 

Marketplace characteristics 

Environmental munificence DeTienne et al. (2008) 

 

Furthermore, as only 15 determinants were 

found in prior literature in this context, it 

showed that there was still enough room to 

uncover new determinants of EoC in the small 

start-up context.  

Moreover, the remaining 89 determinants 

(remaining 85.4%) were discovered in the 

context of: established organizations, 

unspecified, IT industry, new product 

development, family-businesses, banking 

industry, human resource management, 

venture capital investments and petroleum-

exploration ventures. The specific 

determinants that were found in each research 

context can be found in Table 2.15 (p. 31 & 32). 

This answers SQ1 and SQ2.
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Table 2.15: Determinants of EoC in an entrepreneurship context 

Research context 

Established organizations Unspecified * Entrepreneurship Other** 
Human characteristics Human characteristics Human characteristics IT industry 

Psychological characteristics Psychological characteristics Psychological characteristics Human characteristics 
- Anticipated regret (for continuing a failed project) - Eager goal striving (relative to cautious goal striving)  - Collective efficacy of organizational members Psychological characteristics 
- Authority pressures - Ego depletion  - Eager goal striving (relative to cautious goal striving) - Risk perception 
- Decision risk - Escalation-specific regret (either experienced from an 

earlier escalation or primed through imagining an escalation 
scenario) 

- Expressed overconfidence - Task-specific self-efficacy  

- Distant project (relative to closer projects) - Framing escalation as action and de-escalation as inaction 
(relative to the reverse framing) 

- Group emotion is Hope (relative to Fear) External characteristics 

- Ego threat - Mental budgeting - Intrinsic motivation (relative to extrinsic motivation) Marketplace characteristics 
- Emotion condition (Angry relative to fearful) - Personal responsibility - Setting a mental budget (relative to setting no mental 

budget) 
- Larger competitors' high action volume 

- Emotional ownership - Personal responsibility for the initial decision Organizational characteristics - Smaller competitors' positive performance 
- Expressed preference for initial decision - Personal responsibility to negative consequences Project characteristics New product development 
- Group identity or cohesiveness strength - Prevention-focused motivations (Relative to Promotion-

focused motivations) 
- Personal investment Human characteristics 

- Identify with and become heavily involved in decisions  - Prosocial aims of course of action (relative to egoistical) - Previous organizational success Cultural characteristics 
- Individuals who affirm a low task-relevant trait (Individuals 

who affirm a high task-relevant trait) 
- Responsibility for the initial decision Organizational characteristics - Eastern cultures (relative to Western cultures) 

- Intrinsic motivation (relative to extrinsic motivation) - Risk propensity  Organizational governance Organizational characteristics 
- Negative Affect - The net anticipated regret (for withdrawing from a project) - A delay in the entrepreneur's action crisis Organizational governance 
- Overconfidence Organizational characteristics - Entrepreneurs who started their firms (relative to 

entrepreneurs who purchased their firm) 
- Managers who initiate a project (relative to managers 

who assume leadership after a project is started)  
- Perspective-taking to the initial decision maker Project characteristics Organizational characteristics Organizational characteristics 
- Positive information framing (relative to negative 

information framing) 
- Ease of investment tracking Type of organization Type of organization 

- Prior outcomes are viewed as revealing of their self-identity 
(relative to not revealing) 

- Efficacy of resources - Entrepreneurial intentions - Innovativeness of a product 

- Projects becoming tied to the community in which an 
organization resides  

- Level of Project completion - Personal options Family businesses 

- Psychological connections between the initial decision 
maker and the new decision maker 

- Sunk cost - Technology entrepreneurs (relative to non-technology 
entrepreneurs) 

Human characteristics 

- Responsibility for the initial decision - Sunk cost External characteristics Psychological characteristics 
- Self-efficacy/confidence - Sunk cost Marketplace characteristics - Emotional ownership 
- Self-esteem - Sunk cost - Entrepreneurs (relative to other individuals) - Rational thinking style (relative to an intuitive thinking 

style) 
- The decision maker is given the opportunity to affirm an 

important personal value (relative to not being given this 
opportunity) 

Organizational characteristics - Environmental munificence Organizational characteristics 

Human characteristics Organizational governance  Organizational governance 
Cultural characteristics - A delay in the entrepreneur's action crisis  - The use of outside board members in private family 

business (relative to no use of outside board members in 
private family business) 

- A strong ethical setting (relative to a weak one)     
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Table 2.15: Determinants of EoC in an entrepreneurship context (continued) 

Research context 

Established organizations Unspecified * Entrepreneurship Other** 

- Cultures with reluctance to appear weak by admitting 
mistakes 

  Human resource management 

- Decisions that are in line with the organizational culture   Human characteristics 
- Extent of political tension    Psychological characteristics 
- Low uncertainty avoidance cultures   - Achievement striving facet of conscientiousness 

Organizational characteristics   - Duty facet of conscientiousness  
Project characteristics   Venture capital investments 

- Clear and extremely negative feedback    Human characteristics 
- Decision uncertainty   Psychological characteristics 
- Media reinforces one’s decisions (Media)   -  Domestic VC firms (relative to cross-border VC firms) 
- Negative early information    Petroleum-exploration ventures 
- Opportunity cost information   Organizational characteristics 
- Positive performance trend information   Project characteristics 
- Proximity to project completion   - Sunk cost 
- Strong prior organizational performance    
- Sunk cost    

Organizational characteristics    
Organizational governance    

- An investment is treated overtly as one of a portfolio of 
decisions or operations  

   

- Bifurcating who authorizes initial investments from who 
undertakes decision 

   

- Decisions are embedded as part of an organization's overall 
set of investments and routines  

   

- Information acquisition   -  
- Levels of stock ownership by outside directors    
- Proportion of board that is a qualified outside director     
- Setting clear decision goals    
- Time investment    

Organizational characteristics    
Type of organization    

- Entrepreneurs (relative to established firms)     
- Experience/ Expertise    
- Firms with incremental innovations (relative to novel 

innovations)  
   

External characteristics    
Marketplace characteristics    

- IT projects (relative to other industries)     
- Market complexity     
- Market dynamism     
- Market munificence     
- Stable industries (relative to turbulent ones)    

* The “Unspecified” research context had no specific type of industry and was mostly performed with student participants                                                         

** The “Other” research context included: IT industry, new product development, family-businesses, banking industry, human resource management, 

venture capital investments and petroleum-exploration ventures 
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The third research question for the theoretical 
research was the following: 

SQ3: Which categories of determinants of 
escalation of commitment are most prominent 
in existing literature?  

As was explained before, a classification 
system was developed to classify each 
determinant of EoC according to the main 
categories of: human, organizational and 
external characteristics and the subcategories 
of: psychological characteristics, cultural 
characteristics, project characteristics, 
organizational governance, type of 
organization and marketplace characteristics. 
This classification system would again be used 
during the analysis of the empirical data, in 
order to visualize the most prominent types of 
determinants of EoC in a small start-up 
context. 

As was shown in Table 2.11, the determinant 
distribution in the overall prior literature over 
the main categories was 51.4%, 40.8% and 
7.8% for human, organizational and external 
characteristics, respectively. The determinant 
distribution in the entrepreneurship research 
domain was 40.0%, 53.3% and 6.7% for human, 
organizational and external characteristics, 
respectively (Table 2.12, p. 29). This indicates 
that EoC is a phenomenon that is mainly 
caused by aspects within the organization. This 
was a valuable finding as this allowed for a 
more internal focus during the empirical part 
of this research. Moreover, the subcategory of 
psychological characteristics was undoubtedly 
the one with the most determinants for both 
the overall prior literature (45.6%) as well as 
for the entrepreneurship research domain 
specifically (40.0%). This may imply that the 
causes of EoC are mainly psychological. 
Nevertheless, other types of causes of EoC 
would also be investigated during the empirical 
research, as the small start-up research 
context might hold different types of 
prominent EoC determinants.  

Moreover, Table 2.11 (p. 29) presented the 
count of determinant topics in the overall prior 
literature. These determinant topics are sorted 
on their frequency of appearance in Table 2.16.  

Table 2.16: Frequency of determinant topics in 
prior literature 

Determinant topic Frequency 

Other psychological factors 12 

Personal responsibility (human perspective) 10 

Decision information 8 

Market factors 8 

Sunk cost 7 

Personal responsibility (organizational perspective) 7 

Project management 7 

Confidence and self-efficacy 6 

Culture 6 

Motivation 5 

Entrepreneurship 5 

Proximity to the project 3 

Regret 3 

Risk 3 

Social factors 3 

Finance 3 

Information framing 2 

Project completion 2 

Product or service factors 2 

Experience 1 

 
This table gives an overview of the most 
prominent determinant topics in prior 
literature. The most prominent determinant 
topics were especially interesting to check for 
transferability to the small start-up context in 
the empirical research. Nevertheless, all of the 
determinant topics would be checked for 
transferability, as there was a probability for 
each of them to be transferable to the small 
start-up context, as explained in Paragraph 
2.3.2. This answers SQ3. 

To summarize, a total of 20 determinant topics 
was derived from the existing literature during 
the SLR. These include: confidence and self-
efficacy, information framing, motivation, 
personal responsibility (human perspective), 
proximity to the project, regret, risk, social 
factors, other psychological factors, culture, 
decision information, finance, project 
completion, sunk cost, personal responsibility 
(organizational perspective), project 
management, entrepreneurship, experience, 
product or service and market.  
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Lastly, a total of 39 articles was identified 

regarding determinants of EoC, of which seven 

studies were conducted in an 

entrepreneurship context. The final SLR 

resulted in 103 determinants of EoC, from 

which 15 determinants were found in an 

entrepreneurship context.  

 

3. Empirical research: Semi-structured 
in-depth interviews 

The second part of the sub-research questions 

was answered through qualitative empirical 

research. The aim of this part of the study was 

to compare the determinants of EoC in practice 

in an entrepreneurship context, to those that 

had emerged during the SLR and to uncover 

new determinants that are distinctive for small 

start-ups. Furthermore, it was desired to find 

mitigation actions in order to reduce and 

optimally prevent EoC in start-ups. This 

chapter includes the used methodology, the 

results and the answers to SQ4 through SQ7 

(introduced in Chapter 1).  

3.1 Empirical research methodology 

SQ4 through SQ7 have been answered using a 

qualitative research approach with semi-

structured in-depth interviews. Qualitative 

research methods are useful for exploring new 

research topics (Hennink et al., 2020; 

Liamputtong & Ezzy, 2005). Moreover, 

qualitative research helps to understand 

complex issues and people’s behavior, beliefs 

and emotions (Hennink et al., 2020). A 

qualitative approach was chosen for this 

research as the nature of the empirical 

research questions was exploratory; unknown 

determinants of EoC in small start-ups could 

emerge as prior research in this context was 

limited. Furthermore, an understanding 

needed to be developed of why entrepreneurs 

engage in EoC. Therefore, qualitative research 

was an appropriate fit for the goal of this study. 

EoC is challenging to detect when a start-up is 

still running, as a high level of commitment and 

perseverance is needed from its founders to 

make the company successful. Additionally, it 

may not always be clear whether an 

entrepreneur is pursuing a failing course of 

action or not. Therefore, a retrospective 

approach has been used for this study, in which 

entrepreneurs have experienced EoC in a new 

venture in the past. This approach aided in 

uncovering the reasons for why escalation 

occurred.  

In the upcoming paragraphs will be discussed 

how the research population was defined, how 

the sample was selected, how the interviews 

were executed and how the interview data was 

analyzed.  

3.1.1 Research population 

Inclusion and exclusion criteria were 

formulated to select the appropriate 

participants for the empirical research. The 

selection criteria that were formulated by 

Chowdhury (2005) were used as an example 

for formulating the selection criteria for the 

current study, as this research also used a 

qualitative interviewing approach in an 

entrepreneurship context. Chowdhury (2005, 

p. 735) used the following selection criteria: 

 

“To ensure that the findings are relevant to 

entrepreneurship, the following characteristics 

were considered in selecting firms for this 

study: sample firms are between 2 and 5 years 

old, sample firms must have multiple founders, 

founders must be participants in decision 

making, and founders must hold equity shares. 

Some of these characteristics were derived 

from the definition of an entrepreneurial 

team.” 

 

Thus, a range of firm ages, the number of 

founders, decision making power and the 

holding of equity shares were included in 

Chowdhury’s (2005) selection criteria. The first 

three were incorporated in the current study 

with adjusted values. These were 
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complemented with selection criteria that 

were needed to meet the definitions of EoC 

and small start-ups. The holding of equity 

shares was excluded, since being the founder 

of a company was more relevant for this 

research. Being a founder meant that the 

entrepreneur had made a commitment to the 

company form the start, thus the criterion of 

holing equity shares became redundant.  

  

The potential research participants were 

entrepreneurs as they are, by definition, the 

ones who found a start-up (Lee & Lee, 2015). 

Moreover, an individual level of analysis was 

chosen, as this was found to be the most 

common level of analysis in prior research on 

EoC (Paragraph 2.3.1) and was a good fit with 

the current research purpose. The selection 

criteria for the entrepreneurs for this study are 

summarized in Table 3.1.  

 

Table 3.1: Entrepreneur selection criteria for 

research participants 

Inclusion criteria 

- Founded at least one company and made the 

decision to terminate this company. 

- Founded their company with one to three 

founding members and had a maximum of 10 

employees. 

- Had an annual turnover of under two million 

euros.  

- Worked in their company for one to five years 

before terminating it. 

- Had the decision making power to terminate or 

continue the business. 

- Indicates that they should have terminated 

their start-up sooner than they did, with the 

information available at that point in time.  

- Speaks English or Dutch comfortably. 

Exclusion criteria 

- Terminated their company more than 10 years 

ago.  

 

To start with, entrepreneurs that were 

included in the research population were ones 

that had founded at least one company, but 

also made the decision to terminate that 

company. This was an inclusion criterion as 

these circumstances were both needed to be 

sure that an entrepreneur could have 

experienced EoC in the past. When an 

entrepreneur had only founded a company but 

not yet terminated it, it may not be clear 

whether the entrepreneur was experiencing 

EoC or not. Therefore, a retrospective 

approach was used.  

 

Moreover, the entrepreneurial founding team 

should have included one to three members, 

no more than 10 employees should have 

worked in the start-up and the company 

should have had an annual turnover of under 

two million euros, as this is how a small start-

up was defined for this study (Luger & Koo, 

2005; European Union, 2003). 

 

Additionally, the entrepreneur should have 

worked in the company for one to five years, in 

order to make sure that the entrepreneur had 

sufficient time to make a commitment to their 

company. This is the timeframe in which most 

start-ups prove to be unsuccessful 

(Kalyanasundaram, 2018). After five years, a 

company is not classified as a start-up anymore 

and is therefore not included in this study. 

 

Furthermore, the entrepreneur must have had 

the power to decide about continuing or 

terminating the venture, to make sure that EoC 

could occur. In other words, the entrepreneur 

must have had decision making power 

according to the definition of EoC (Sleesman et 

al., 2012). It should be noted that there may be 

instances in which an entrepreneur shares the 

decision making power to continue or 

terminate the company with other individuals. 

In this case, an entrepreneur was still included 

in the study as long as she or he could make the 

decision to terminate their share of the 

company (i.e., exit the company). 

 



36 
 

In addition, entrepreneurs must indicate that 

they should have terminated their start-up 

sooner than they did in reality, with the 

information available at that point in time. This 

inclusion criterion made sure that there was an 

indication that EoC occurred. 

 

Besides, the entrepreneurs should be able to 

speak either English or Dutch comfortably, as 

these are the languages in which the 

interviewer can communicate fluently. 

 

Lastly, entrepreneurs that terminated their 

company more than 10 years before the 

interview was held, were excluded from the 

study, as it might have been hard for them to 

recollect the details of the start-up founding 

and possible EoC after 10 years. These details 

are important for the comprehensiveness and 

reliability of the study. Therefore, these 

entrepreneurs were excluded. 

 

3.1.2 Sampling 

As becomes clear from the selection criteria for 

the research population, purposive sampling 

has been used according to these criteria. The 

purposive sampling method was chosen, as for 

this research, it was important to identify 

subjects that were knowledgeable about or 

experienced with EoC. Purposive sampling 

allows for identifying and selecting the most 

information-rich participants most effectively 

(Patton, 2014).  

In addition, a snowball sampling method was 

used to find new participants for the research 

via previous interviewees. In snowball 

sampling, each research participant was asked 

to name “k” different individuals in the 

population, where “k” is a specified integer 

(Goodman, 1961). In this research, “k” was 

specified as 1. This entails that each individual 

in the sample was asked to propose one other 

entrepreneur to possibly participate in the 

study. This approach was chosen as 

entrepreneurs are often in close contact with 

other entrepreneurs and this would increase 

the chances of finding the appropriate 

research participants. 

To ensure the fulfillment of the selection 

criteria, each potential research candidate was 

first asked to answer several pre-screening 

questions before they could be accepted as a 

participant for the research. The pre-screening 

questions can be found in Appendix B and were 

based on the selection criteria. 

 

The recruitment of the participants started off 

with searching through the personal network 

of the researcher. After that, the snowball 

sampling method functioned to find the 

remainder of the participants.  

 

3.1.3 Interviews 

The empirical research was executed using in-

depth semi-structured interviews. In-depth 

interviews are performed one-on-one and 

involve an interviewer and interviewee 

discussing particular topics of interest in depth 

(Hennink et al, 2020). This type of interviewing 

was chosen as it allows for flexibility during the 

interview to ask follow-up questions, to get a 

better understanding of the underlying 

meaning of the participant’s answers 

(Longhurst, 2003). Furthermore, semi-

structured interviews are useful for 

researching cognitive mechanisms, patterns 

and processes while maintaining an acceptable 

reliability level (Ralph et al., 2015). Therefore, 

this type of interviewing had a good fit with the 

purpose of this part of the study. 

An interview guide was created to ensure a 

basic level of structure during, and consistency 

between, the interviews. The questions in the 

interview guide were based on the results of 

the SLR. Specifically, the contents to be 

discussed during the interviews were based on 

the determinant topics that emerged from the 

SLR. This allowed for a focused search for 

determinants that could be transferable from 
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other research contexts to a small start-up 

context, as well as the possibility to uncover 

new determinants of EoC in this research 

context. Furthermore, the majority of the 

interview questions were open-ended, to 

ensure that the interviewee was free to answer 

from her or his own experience, knowledge 

and feelings (Hennink et al., 2020; Liamputtong 

& Ezzy, 2005).  

The specific interview procedure went as 

follows. After the participant had passed the 

pre-screening questions, a meeting of around 

90 minutes was scheduled to perform the 

interview. Before the meeting, the participant 

was asked to read and sign the informed 

consent form (Appendix C) to make sure that 

the participant was informed about the aims 

and procedure of the study and felt 

comfortable in participating. 

The interview consisted of five steps. At the 

start of the interview, the participant was first 

given an introduction to the study and the 

contents of the interview (step 1). 

Subsequently, several open-ended questions 

were asked with the aim to get in-depth 

answers about the entrepreneur’s experience 

with EoC (step 2). Probes were used in order to 

uncover the underlying reasons for the 

participants’ thoughts and behavior. During 

these open-ended questions, notes were taken 

on which determinants of EoC were mentioned 

by the participant. When all of the questions 

from step 2 were asked and the participant 

could not name any new determinants of EoC 

that played a role, the list of determinants of 

EoC that emerged from the SLR (Table 2.4) was 

used to check whether any of those did 

nevertheless play a role in their experience 

(step 3). After all determinant topics were 

checked on playing a role in the cause of EoC, 

final questions were asked about how EoC 

could possibly have been reduced (step 4). 

Lastly, the participant was thanked for her or 

his participation and the interview was closed 

(step 5). The full interview guide can be found 

in Appendix D. 

Moreover, a pilot test was performed with one 

entrepreneur with similar characteristics to 

the actual research participants. The rationale 

behind this was to check if the concepts and 

questions during the interview were well 

understood (Hennink et al., 2020). After the 

pilot test, the interview guide was slightly 

revised in terms of choice of words. 

In addition, the interviews were held through 

video conferencing as this research was 

conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic, 

which made video conferencing the most 

appropriate and safest alternative.  

Furthermore, during the interviews, notes 

were taken and the interview was voice-

recorded. Participants were first asked for 

their permission to voice record and collect any 

other data during the interview in the 

informed consent form (Appendix C). 

 

Lastly, interviews were held until saturation of 

information was reached, i.e., the information 

that was collected started to repeat itself and 

no new information that was relevant for 

answering the research questions appeared 

(Hennink et al., 2020).  

 

3.1.4 Data analysis 

For the data analysis, a thematic analysis was 

performed. For this thematic analysis, the six-

step guide for thematic analysis was used as 

proposed by Braun and Clarke (2006). 

 

The first step in the analysis was the 

familiarization with the data. The data in this 

study included the voice-recordings and notes 

made during the interviews. Familiarization 

with the data started with carefully listening to 

the interviews and linking the voice recording 

to the corresponding notes (Lapadat & Lindsay, 

1999). After doing this for the first time for all 

interviews, each interview had to be listened 
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to again several times, in order to get fully 

familiar with the data and to ensure accurate 

interpretation. During this step, small parts of 

the data were transcribed to create participant 

statements that could support arguments in 

the report. Braun and Clarke (2006), however, 

proposed making a full transcript of the 

recordings in their guide. Nevertheless, this 

step was skipped for this research, as enough 

detail could be extracted from the data by 

reviewing the voice recordings, participant 

statements and corresponding notes.  

 

The second step of the thematic analysis was 

the generation of initial codes. Codes refer to: 

“the most basic segment, or element, of the 

raw data or information that can be assessed 

in a meaningful way regarding the 

phenomenon” (Boyatzis, 1998, p. 63). In 

practice, most initial codes regarded possible 

determinants of EoC or information regarding 

their interrelations. To identify codes from the 

data, the notes were read and the recordings 

were listened to from start to end. Meanwhile, 

each part of the data that appeared to be 

interesting to answer the research questions 

was coded. In this manner, a code list was 

created. One by one, codes were added to this 

list. When new codes were found during the 

inspection of the next participant, the 

interview data of preceding participants were 

re-examined to make sure that all participants 

were checked on all possible codes. This 

process resulted in a code list with checkboxes 

on which participants mentioned which 

determinants of EoC. In addition, the effect 

direction of the determinant on EoC was 

noted, as well as additional noteworthy 

information. Lastly, a count was made on the 

number of participants that had experienced 

each individual code, to gain a sense of the 

prominence of that code.  

 

The third step of the thematic analysis was the 

search for themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006). For 

this step, all of the initial codes that emerged 

from the preceding step were reexamined. The 

goal of this step was to group similar initial 

codes together to uncover overarching first-

order themes that could represent answers to 

the research questions. For example, initial 

codes like: belief in the product, seeing the 

potential of the idea, believing there is a 

market and believing the idea is unique would 

be grouped together in the first-order theme: 

confidence in the product. The determinant 

topics that were uncovered during the SLR 

served as a guide on finding suitable first-order 

themes in the data. 

 

After the creation of the first-order themes, it 

was found that further reduction of themes 

could be achieved by adding second-order 

themes. This process was similar to the 

creation of the first-order themes, but here the 

first-order themes were grouped together in 

overarching second-order themes. For 

example, first-order themes like: self-

confidence, confidence in the product, 

confidence in the team would be grouped 

together in the second-order theme of; 

confidence.  

 

Lastly, the second-order themes were sorted 

into the subcategories and corresponding main 

categories that were developed during the SLR 

(Figure 2.1). This allowed for a way to compare 

the prominent types of EoC in prior literature 

with the prominent types of EoC in the small 

start-up context. The specific sorting process 

can be seen in Figure 3.1 (p. 39). The initial 

codes and first-order themes are not 

presented in the figure, as this would diminish 

its clarity.
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Figure 3.1: Thematic analysis classification system
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The fourth step regarded the review of the 

themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006). This entailed 

checking the links between the first and 

second-order themes and the coded extracts, 

as well as the links with the entire dataset. 

Once the initial codes, first-order and second-

order themes were determined, a conceptual 

model was developed displaying all of the 

uncovered determinants of EoC in the small 

start-up context.  

 

The fifth and final step of the thematic analysis 

was the production of the analysis report 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006). In this last step, the 

concluding themes and their relations were 

written down. Furthermore, examples from 

the data were selected that best illustrate each 

of the themes. Moreover, it was examined how 

the developed themes relate to the findings 

from the SLR and how entrepreneurs could use 

the gained knowledge on the determinants to 

their advantage.  

 

3.2 Empirical research results 

In this paragraph, the results of the empirical 

analysis will be discussed. The paragraph starts 

with a presentation of the research sample. 

Subsequently, primary findings will be 

discussed, along with the presentation of the 

conceptual model. Lastly, the secondary 

findings will be discussed that were discovered 

coincidentally during the research analysis.  

3.2.1 Sample demographics 

Eventually, a total of 20 entrepreneurs 

participated in the study (including one pilot 

participant). The actual interview time varied 

between 52 and 121 minutes, depending on 

the depth of answering and the number of 

relevant interview topics for that specific 

participant. Furthermore, while the research 

approach was retrospective, several 

participants ended up sharing experiences 

from their current business situation or their 

experiences as an angel investor or start-up 

coach. This information was included as input 

data, as it added to the richness and 

comprehensiveness of the data. 

In Appendix E, a table of all participant 

demographics is presented. Figure 3.2 

summarizes them. As can be viewed from 

Figure 3.2, 85% of the participants were male 

and 15% of the participants were female. 

Moreover, 95% of the participants was of 

Dutch nationality and 5% was of Belgian 

nationality. In addition, 95% of start-ups were 

founded in the Netherlands and 5% founded in 

Australia. It is noteworthy that there was a gap 

between the actual distribution of gender of 

entrepreneurs in the Netherlands, i.e., 65% 

male and 35% female on average between 

2015 and 2018 (CBS, 2021) and the gender 

distribution in the sample. This, however, does 

not pose a problem to the validity of the study, 

as the purpose of the study was exploratory. 

 

Figure 3.2: Sample demographics 

 

Additionally, as presented in Figure 3.2, the 

age groups of 20 – 30 (55%) and 50+ (40%) 

were well represented. The actual age 

distribution of entrepreneurs in the 

Netherlands was: 0 – 30: 10%, 30 – 45: 30%,   

45 – 65: 50% and 65+: 10% on average 
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between 2015 and 2018 (CBS, 2021). Here, it 

can be found that in reality, the 20 – 30 age 

group in entrepreneurship is much less present 

in the Netherlands. This difference could be 

explained by the sampling method in which 

sampling started in the researcher’s personal 

network (mostly Dutch people between the 

age of 20 and 30). Nevertheless, this does not 

pose a problem to the validity of the study for 

the same reason as mentioned above. 

Furthermore, as Figure 3.2 presents, the 

entrepreneurship experience level in the 

sample was low for half of the participants. The 

entrepreneurship experience level was based 

on the number of years the entrepreneur had 

worked in an entrepreneurial setting, with the 

levels: low (1 to 5 years), medium (5 to 10 

years) and high (10+ years). With most of the 

entrepreneurs in the sample being between 

the age of 20 and 30, it was not surprising that 

the experience level of most participants was 

considered to be low. This did not decrease the 

quality of the study, as experience was one of 

the determinants that was expected to 

influence EoC. In this way, a difference in EoC 

severity between experience levels could be 

investigated.  

Lastly, the industries in which the participants 

operated were: publishing, business, 

professional services, e-commerce, education, 

entertainment, food and beverage, health, 

capital investment, technology and transport. 

This allowed for a broad range of 

entrepreneurship professions, which 

contributed to the richness of the data.  

3.2.2 Primary findings 

The thematic analysis resulted in 152 initial 

codes, 43 first-order themes and 18 second-

order themes.  

Once the thematic analysis was complete and 

the initial codes, first-order and second-order 

themes were determined, a conceptual model 

was developed, displaying all uncovered 

determinants of EoC in the small start-up 

context. This model is presented in Figure 3.3 

(p. 42). For the sake of clarity and readability of 

the model, the initial codes were left out of the 

visualization. The contents of the full model 

will be further explained below. 

3.2.2.1 Conceptual model 

In the conceptual model (Figure 3.3), the first 

and second-order themes and how they relate 

to EoC are visualized. For each first-order 

theme, the effect direction on EoC (positive or 

negative) is given. Multiple first-order themes 

were grouped together in overarching second-

order themes, as was explained in Paragraph 

3.1. Second-order themes were categorized 

according to the classification system based on 

human, organizational and external 

characteristics, which was developed during 

the SLR. Moderators and their effect on 

specific effects on EoC, are displayed in the 

center of Figure 3.3. Lastly, the color coding of 

blue and green represents whether a 

determinant was either confirmed with the SLR 

outcome (green) or appeared as a new 

determinant of EoC (blue).  

As was explained before, during the analysis of 

the initial codes, a count was created to show 

how many of the 20 interviewees mentioned a 

certain topic. The count for each initial code 

can be found in Appendix F. Figure 3.4 (p. 43) 

shows the initial codes that were discussed by 

half (10) or more of the participants and the 

frequency of their appearance. This count 

functioned as an indicator of the prominence 

of a particular code. Based on this indication, it 

was determined which first-order themes 

could play a larger role in EoC in small start-

ups. The initial codes that are presented in 

Figure 3.4 will be discussed below according to 

their respective first and second-order theme. 

The threshold of a count of greater than, or 

equal to 10 was used, as this meant that the 

majority of the sample experienced this 

construct to influence EoC. This increased the 

likelihood that there is an actual effect 

between the determinant in question and EoC. 

The remaining initial codes and first and 

second-order  themes  are  excluded  from  the  
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 Figure 3.3: Conceptual model 
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primary findings section as they are less likely 
to have a statistically significant effect on EoC. 
Nevertheless, as this research was qualitative 
and exploratory, the initial codes with a count 
smaller than 10, may still have an effect on 
EoC. This could, however, only be established 
through future quantitative research. Thus, it 
should be noted that each of the relationships 
described below is proposed and has not yet 
been tested on statistical significance. 

For each of the initial codes that will be 
described below, participant statements are 
given for illustration purposes. These 
statements were translated from Dutch to 
English to fit the contents of the report.  

 I. Experience 

Experience in entrepreneurship 
One of the most prominent determinants of 
EoC in small start-ups seemed to be the 
entrepreneur’s experience in 
entrepreneurship. According to the 
interviewees, experience had a negative effect 
on EoC; in other words, the more experience 
an entrepreneur has in entrepreneurship, the 
less likely she or he is to experience EoC. 
Several of the participants had a low 
entrepreneurship experience level and 
explained how this influenced their ability to 
correctly assess the signs that terminating the 
business would be the best decision.  

“We did not have enough experience to take 
the right measures and we only recognized the 
signs that things were going the wrong way too 
late." (Participant 3, 48:45) 

To add on that, participants with more 
experience noted that once they gained 
experience, it helped them to make a better 
assessment of their company and recognize 
the signs for a less favorable situation earlier: 

"If you have more experience, you can assess 
your company with more knowledge and you 
will also see the signs to stop earlier.” 
(Participant 7, 45:47) 

and 

“When you are an inexperienced entrepreneur, 
it is hard to detect the signs and correctly judge 
the severity of the signs that your company is 
not doing well and you should consider 
stopping. This skill comes with experience.” 
(Participant 14, 27:21) 

Getting experience in entrepreneurship comes 
with the years of working in a start-up or in 
another entrepreneurial setting. Several 
participants noted that when one’s own 
experience level is low, an experienced mentor 
or advisory board could mitigate this 
disadvantage: 

Figure 3.4: Most prominent codes in the data 
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"It is good to have a mentor from outside the 
company. Mentors from the outside world who 
have a lot of experience and from whom you 
can get advice on evaluating the business, 
taking other steps, focusing yourself on the 
right market, etc.; people with a critical eye can 
really help you to make better decisions." 
(Participant 5, 29:23) 

Another experienced participant added that 
making the mentor or advisory board non-
liable could aid in the effectiveness of their 
contribution. 

"By making your advisory board more formal, 
you will get better discussions and they feel 
more involved. In addition, the formal 
appointment also ensures that it is more 
disconnected from the emotions and so people 
give more rational advice." (Participant 12, 
45:00) 

Lastly, several participants mentioned that 
more experience makes entrepreneurs better 
at estimating risks. To illustrate: 

"Experience in entrepreneurship and the 
industry you work in plays a very important 
role. If you do not have this experience, it is 
difficult to estimate risks. This gets better once 
you do it for a couple of years.” (Participant 16, 
01:02:26) 

II. Sunk cost 

Another one of the main causes of EoC in small 
start-ups turned out to be sunk cost, which was 
also a very prominent cause of EoC in existing 
literature (Sleesman et al., 2012; Keil et al., 
2000; Brockner, 1992). After the analysis of the 
interviews, a division could be made between 
different types of sunk cost, including: time 
investment, monetary investment, emotional 
investment and energy investment. The two 
types that were most frequently experienced 
will be discussed. 

Time investment 
From the interviews, it became clear that for 
most of the entrepreneurs, the more time has 
been put into a project, the harder it is to let 
go of that project, even if it seems to be failing:  
"The reason I continued is that I invested a year 
of my time and my own resources in this 

company. Therefore I was personally quite 
invested and in that sense, I put on the blinders 
and was like: “This bad situation will blow 
over," and so I went on anyway." (Participant 
3, 10:55) 

and 

"You have invested a lot of time in your project. 
As time goes by, it naturally becomes more, 
and you are therefore more and more eager to 
make it successful.” (Participant 5, 54:17) 

Monetary investment 
Next to the time investment, monetary 
investment also seems to play a large role in 
EoC for start-up founders: 
 
"The reason for now continuing with the 
company, even though the situation is not very 
favorable, is that I have made a financial 
commitment to it. I have invested a lot of 
money in it. We have only been working on it 
for two years and that is the time you invest. 
We haven't had the time to get a return on 
investment.” (Participant 7, 25:52)  

and 

"The more money you put into it, the more 
difficult it becomes to quit, because the 
moment you quit, that money is considered 
lost, so that plays a very big role in continuing 
to find ways to make it work.” (Participant 9, 
37:31) 

As can be seen from the participant 
statements, the money that is invested up to 
the point of termination is viewed as lost. 
Therefore, entrepreneurs try everything in 
their power to at least win back their 
investment and hopefully even make more 
money. There was one participant, however, 
that said that you should look at it differently: 

"In English, they have a nice saying: ‘It’s water 
under the bridge’, which means that the money 
and time you have spent has happened, you 
can’t change it, and it is not something to worry 
about anymore in the present. Rather, you 
should think carefully about whether investing 
even more time and money is really going to 
make it successful.” (Participant 16, 27:00) 
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For both time and monetary investments, this 
would be a possible alternative way to think 
about the situation. The focus here is more on 
the present relevant decision rather than 
decisions that have been made in the past. 

III. Motivation 

The nature of motivation for making the 
business successful played a role in EoC for 
most start-up founders. Both intrinsic 
motivation and extrinsic motivation seem to 
influence EoC. 
  
Intrinsic motivation 
Intrinsic motivation was, for most 
entrepreneurs, the biggest driver to make their 
company successful. Several of them pointed 
out that this was also a reason to keep trying 
to make it successful, even in the face of 
negative performance information: 
"I thought our product was very cool at the 
time because it was a great technology. This 
was a big motivation to continue even though I 
knew it would be very difficult to make it a 
successful business.” (Participant 5, 11:40) 

and 

"You put your time and energy into something 
that you are very motivated for, but if you quit, 
you suddenly have to put it into something you 
like much less. That is difficult and you would 
rather not, so you just continue." (Participant 9, 
36:24) 

Most entrepreneurs mentioned that the love 
for the work and the company made it hard to 
stop. It made them want to have hope that the 
situation would get better, even though the 
situation seemed quite negative for the 
company.  

Extrinsic motivation 
Extrinsic motivation also seems to play a role in 
causing EoC: 
“Money was a very big motivation. I also liked 
making the product and making everything 
look good, but money is very important 
because you need to live. You also have costs, 
so you want to at least break even. Earning 
money had to come at some point. So I just kept 

going until this happened." (Participant 2, 
30:10) 

and 

"You continue because you really believe that 
you will be able to earn a lot of money in the 
near future." (Participant 7, 29:48) 

Entrepreneurs continued with the company 
because earning money was a motivator to 
make it successful. Some of them had a dream 
of becoming rich, while others saw it as a 
necessity to survive. What should be noted is 
that the effect of extrinsic motivation on EoC is 
most likely moderated by the profits that the 
company makes: 

"If I would have earned a lot of money, it would 
have been different. Extrinsic motivation can 
only affect escalation of commitment, if you 
earn a lot with the company at some point. 
When no money is coming in, your motivation 
to earn money will not drive you to go on with 
the business." (Participant 5, 40:00) 

Once profits grow larger, the effect of extrinsic 
motivations on EoC seems to become stronger. 
Entrepreneurs mentioned that when no 
money was coming in, their extrinsic 
motivation could not drive them to go on. 

Age of business as a moderator 
Age of the business was found to be a 
moderator of both the effects of intrinsic as 
well as extrinsic motivation on EoC, but in 
opposing directions. Entrepreneurs noted that 
at the start of the founding of the business, 
intrinsic motivation is an important cause for 
going on with the business. However, the more 
the entrepreneur advances in the start-up 
process, the larger the effect of extrinsic 
motivation on EoC becomes. The fun of 
running the business becomes less important 
and financial matters seem to become the 
main concern. To illustrate: 
"The intrinsic motivation made it extra difficult 
to quit in the beginning. Mainly because we 
believed in the product and found it so 
interesting, so we really wanted to keep going 
and see if we could make it successful. Later on, 
we started looking at how we could bring in 
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some money and this then became the 
important motivator" (Participant 16, 46:50) 

and 

"The longer you are working on it, the more you 
will look at the business economical aspects. 
You start because you enjoy it, but at a certain 
point, you still have to make money, and that 
becomes more and more important as you 
progress with your company." (Participant 7, 
20:31) 
 
IV. Project management  
Goal setting 
Several aspects of goal setting turned out to be 
important factors to possibly reduce the 
chances of EoC. This included: setting long 
term relative to short term goals, setting 
SMART goals, doing structural interval 
evaluations of these goals and determining the 
important KPIs of the business and monitoring 
these. Some entrepreneurs mentioned that 
they did not set goals or evaluate them and 
that this led to increased EoC: 
 
"We just thought: it is going well and we are 
growing. So we did not really have clear goals. 
Therefore it was not really clear what was 
going wrong and it turned out that we had big 
blind spots. Later we realized that we could 
have stopped earlier if we would have set 
better goals and evaluated those." (Participant 
3, 47:51) 
 
and 
 
"Roles and division of tasks provide clarity and 
freedom. And you also need to have clarity 
about where you want to work towards. We 
had very few goals; we did have some large, 
non-measurable goals. We didn't do interim 
evaluations. One of the goals we did not set but 
should have was to make money with the 
business. Then we could have invested in it 
again. We realized this too late because we did 
not monitor anything." (Participant 4, 28:50) 
 
Other entrepreneurs acknowledged that 
setting goals and evaluation are important 
tasks to prevent EoC:  
 

"You have to reassess on a daily basis whether 
the idea still has the potential. Only then can 
you honestly say whether it is better to stop or 
continue." (Participant 7, 47:51) 
 
V. Personal responsibility  
Personal responsibility to stakeholders 
Personal responsibility to stakeholders was 
mentioned as another important cause for 
EoC. This covered a range of stakeholders, 
including: clients, co-founders, business 
partners, investors, employees, creditors and 
sometimes even friends and family. To 
illustrate: 
 
Customers: "It doesn't feel good to quit 
because I will then abandon my current 
customers, while I have built a good 
relationship with them in the past two years." 
(Participant 13, 14:05) 
 
Investors: “If I would just stop the company, I 
feel like I would be doing my investors short. 
They have also given you the confidence and 
you want to live up to that.” (Participant 7, 
33:15) 
 
Business partners: "I felt a commitment to my 
business partners. If you have made a lot of 
agreements, it is difficult to stop." (Participant 
4, 17:33) 
 
Employees: "You won’t let go of your staff like 
that. You don't say, we'll quit!" (Participant 18, 
24:20) 
 
Creditors: "You also build relationships with 
suppliers to whom you have debts. You know at 
some point: you will hurt them if you go 
bankrupt. They won't get paid. That will break 
relationships." (Participant 18, 01:08:02) 
 
Friends and family: "Some of our investors are 
also friends and family and they have had 
confidence in us. If I were to pull the plug so 
easily, I would think it would be unfair to them. 
That doesn't feel good. That is very different 
from when you have a professional investor." 
(Participant 7, 33:47) 
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Furthermore, it was found that the effect of 
the responsibility towards a stakeholder on 
EoC, is moderated by the strength of the 
relationship with that specific stakeholder. 
Several entrepreneurs mentioned that when 
their contact with clients was formal and 
mostly digital, they did not feel much 
responsibility to their clients regarding 
stopping. On the other hand, entrepreneurs 
who had very close and personal contact with 
their clients felt more pressure to keep going.  
 
Personal responsibility for initial action 
A feeling of personal responsibility for an initial 
course of action, in this case: setting up the 
business, caused a need for self-justification 
for several participants. To illustrate: 
 
"As an entrepreneur, you might easily think; I 
started this company, so I’ll have to continue. 
In addition, you will also feel responsible for the 
people you have brought along with you in your 
process. You want to justify yourself to them 
too." (Participant 12, 01:14:35) 
 
Entrepreneurs felt like they needed to justify 
their initial choices by keeping to support this 
course of action. Furthermore, when a 
commitment had officially been declared to 
other people, for example, to the co-founders, 
a feeling of justification was even more 
present: 
 
"A commitment has been declared that you will 
do it. So you just think: there are always ups 
and downs, you just have to go on and do it 
because you have said so." (Participant 4, 
16:58) 
 
VI. Confidence  
Self-confidence 
Self-confidence turned out to be another 
factor that played a role in the escalation 
behavior of entrepreneurs. Participants 
mentioned that because they felt like they 
were the right person to make the business 
successful, they did not want to give up:  
 
"The biggest reason for continuing with the 
company was that I trusted that I could do it. I 

had the confidence that I could make it 
successful." (Participant 2, 49:28) 
 
and 
 
"I wanted to solve a problem with the skills that 
I had. I felt I had enough knowledge and work 
experience to get this off the ground together 
with the other two founders. That’s why I 
wanted to go on and do it." (Participant 3, 
16:01) 
 
VII. Proximity to the business 
Proximity to the business 
Although a business is not a living organism, 
most participants said that their start-up did 
feel like one. Many of the entrepreneurs 
compared their relationship with the company 
to that with their own baby or child: 
 
"It's your baby, you made it yourself, so you just 
want it to run and that other people appreciate 
it and like it as much as you do. You don’t just 
give up on that." (Participant 2, 07:19) 
 
and 
 
"To me, it felt like my baby and that's why I 
found it extra difficult to let go. In the end, 
unfortunately, I experienced the birth, the 
success and the funeral." (Participant 16, 
51:10) 
 
They explained that stopping the business felt 
in some way comparable to killing a living 
organism, which made this decision very hard 
for them. 
 
Furthermore, several entrepreneurs 
mentioned that seeing the business as part of 
their identity also contributed to not stopping 
the business earlier. They felt like stopping 
would mean a personal failure or losing part of 
one’s identity: 
 
"As an entrepreneur, it is tempting to attach 
your identity to your company. But that is 
actually a pitfall because if your company goes 
bankrupt due to external circumstances such as 
now "Corona", that does not mean that you 
have failed as an entrepreneur. The more you 
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have linked your identity to a company, the 
more difficult it is to let go of the company." 
(Participant 4, 38:00) 
 
and 
 
"If you attach your identity to your company 
and see this as a part of yourself, it is really 
more difficult to quit." (Participant 9, 40:56) 
 
VII. Risk  
Self-perception of risk taking 
The self-perception of risk taking 
characteristics in an entrepreneur, ranging 
from risk averse to risk prone, influenced EoC. 
Seeing oneself as a risk taker increases EoC, 
relative to seeing oneself as risk averse. 
 
"I'm not afraid to take risks. I always say: 
without taking risks, you will not get rich. I 
judge the situation in advance and then take 
the risk if it is not too big. This sometimes leads 
me to go a bit too far.” (Participant 13, 49:05) 
 
Moreover, this effect could be positively 
moderated by whether an entrepreneur sees 
being a risk taker as a good trait for an 
entrepreneur:  
 
"I take risks quite easily. You take risks, which 
is actually good when you are an entrepreneur. 
But then it must also go well. When I take more 
risks, it feels like I do better.” (Participant 18, 
01:05:00) 
 
3.2.2.2 Determinants of EoC in theory and in 
practice 

During the SLR, a list of 103 determinants of 
EoC was found in varying research contexts. 15 
of the 103 determinants were found in an 
entrepreneurship research context. As was 
discussed in Paragraph 2.3.2, some of the 103 
determinants from the SLR could possibly have 
been transferable to the small start-up context 
due to similarity in research context. On the 
other hand, some determinants from the SLR 
would possibly not have been transferable to 
the start-up context, due to differences in 
organizational characteristics (Freeman & 
Engel, 2007). Lastly, determinants of EoC could 

have been uncovered in the small start-up 
context, that were new to the EoC literature. In 
sum, there were three possible variations of 
determinants in the comparison between the 
theoretical and empirical research: confirmed, 
non-confirmed and new (Table 3.2).  
 

Table 3.2: Determinant variations 

Determinant variations 

Found in 

theoretical 

research 

Found in 

empirical 

research 

Confirmed determinants X X 

Non-confirmed determinants X  

New determinants  X 

 
To find out which determinants were of which 
type of variation, a comparison was made 
between the determinants that were found in 
the theoretical and empirical part of this study. 
Table 3.3 shows how the data levels of the 
theoretical and empirical research relate to 
each other.  
 
Table 3.3: Theoretical research and empirical 

research data levels 

Theoretical research  Empirical research 

Determinant topics → Second-order themes 

Determinants → First-order themes 

Not applicable  Initial codes 

 
Here, it can be seen that the empirical research 
has one extra data level; “initial codes”, which 
is more detailed and does not correspond to 
any data level in the theoretical research. The 
full comparison of the determinants that were 
found in the SLR and the determinants that 
were found in the interviews is presented in 
Table 3.4 (p. 49 to 53), along with color codes 
for the three variations. Of the 103 
determinants that were identified in the SLR, 
44.7% were confirmed for the small start-up 
context. Furthermore, of the 43 first-order 
themes that emerged in the empirical 
research, 51.2% were new to the EoC 
literature. In Paragraph 4.3 will be discussed 
why certain determinants from the SLR turned 
out not to be transferable to the small start-up 
context.  



49 
 

Table 3.4: Comparison of the theoretical and empirical research 

 

Theoretical research Empirical research 
Determinant topics 

(Second-order) 
Determinants (First-order) Effect 

on EoC 
Second-order 

themes 
First-order themes Initial codes Effect 

on EoC 

Human characteristics 

Psychological characteristics 
1. Confidence  Collective efficacy of organizational members + 1. Confidence Self-confidence Self-confidence + 

 Expressed overconfidence  +  Confidence in the product Belief in the product + 
 Overconfidence +   See the potential of the idea + 
 Self-efficacy/confidence +   Believing there is a market + 
 Self-esteem -   Believing the idea is unique + 

 Task- specific self-efficacy  -  Confidence in the team Confidence in the team + 

2. Information Framing  Framing escalation as action and de-escalation as inaction (relative to the 
reverse framing) 

+ 2. Information 
Framing  

Seeing de-escalation as inaction 
and escalation as action (relative 
to the reverse framing) 

Seeing de-escalation as inaction  + 

 Positive information framing (relative to negative information framing) -   Seeing escalation as inaction  - 

3. Motivation Eager goal striving (relative to cautious goal striving)  + 3. Motivation Intrinsic motivation Intrinsic motivation (MODERATED by age of business (-))  + 
 Entrepreneurial intentions +   MODERATOR: Age of business - 

 Intrinsic motivation (relative to extrinsic motivation) +  Extrinsic motivation Extrinsic motivation (MODERATED by profits (-) and age of business (-)) + 
 Intrinsic motivation (relative to extrinsic motivation) +   PARTIAL MODERATOR: Low profits  - 
 Prevention-focused motivations (Relative to Promotion-focused 

motivations) 
+   Want to become rich + 

 Prosocial aims of course of action (relative to egoistical) +   High prospect of how profitable it could be + 
     MODERATOR: Age of business + 

    Social motivations Prosocial aims of course of action (relative to egoistical) + 
     Idealistic goals (better the world) + 
     Necessity of the business  + 
     Building a community  + 

    Entrepreneurial motivations Entrepreneurial intentions + 
     Want to create value + 

4. Personal responsibility  Emotional ownership + 4. Personal 
responsibility 

Personal responsibility for 
negative consequences 

Things don't go well because of external circumstances + 

(Human perspective)  Expressed preference for initial decision +   Feeling like you are doing everything to the best of your ability + 
 Personal responsibility +   Sharing responsibility with co-founder for negative consequences 

relative to alone 
+ 

 Personal responsibility for the initial decision +   Feeling of: "it's not my fault" + 
 Personal responsibility to negative consequences +   Things don't go well because of external circumstances + 

 Perspective-taking to the initial decision maker +  Personal responsibility for initial 
action (self-justification) 

Personal responsibility for initial action + 

 Prior outcomes are viewed revealing of their self-identity (relative to not 
revealing) 

+   Commitment has been declared + 

       

Color coding: 

Green: Determinants of EoC from theoretical research that have been confirmed in empirical research. 

Red: Determinants of EoC from theoretical research that have NOT been confirmed in empirical research. 

Blue: Determinants of EoC that were not found in theoretical research, but were newly found in the empirical research. 
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Table 3.4: Comparison of the theoretical and empirical research (continued) 
Determinant topics 

(Second-order) 
Determinants (First-order) Effect 

on EoC 

Second-order 
themes 

First-order themes Initial codes Effect 
on EoC 

 Psychological connections between the initial decision maker and the 
new decision maker 

+  Personal responsibility to 
stakeholders 

Responsibility to clients (MODERATED by strength of relationship (+)) + 

 Responsibility for the initial decision +   MODERATOR: Strength of relation with stakeholders moderator of 
responsibilities 

+ 

 Responsibility for the initial decision +   Responsibility to investors + 
     Responsibility to business partners + 
     Personal responsibility to employees  + 
     Owing money to creditors  + 
     Investors are family and friends relative to professional investors  + 
     MODERATOR: Doing stakeholder management: board, employees, 

customers, investors moderates effect of all responsibility to 
stakeholders 

- 

5. Proximity to the 
project 

Distant project (relative to closer projects)  - 5. Proximity to 
the business 

Proximity to the business Felt like something alive (baby) + 

 Domestic VC firms (relative to cross-border VC firms) +   Seeing the business as part of identity + 
 Identify with and become heavily involved in decisions  +   Being your own ideal customer + 
     It is home made + 

6. Regret Anticipated regret (for continuing a failed project) - 6. Anticipated 
regret 

Anticipated regret Anticipated regret (for terminating the business) + 

 Escalation-specific regret (either experienced from an earlier escalation 
or primed through imagining an escalation scenario) 

-   Fear of missing out when one would stop  + 

 The net anticipated regret (for withdrawing from a project) +     

7. Risk Decision risk - 7. Risk Self-perception of risk taking See self as a risk taker (risk propensity) (MODERATED by seeing being a 
risktaker as a good trait for an entrepreneur (+)) 

+ 

 Risk perception -   MODERATOR: Seeing being a risktaker as a good trait for an 
entrepreneur  

+ 

 Risk propensity  +  Risk management Doing risk management and risk mitigation strategy - 
     Writing best and worst case scenario's and how likely they are - 

    Risk perception Risk perception - 

8. Social factors Group emotion is hope (relative to fear) + 8. Social factors Desire to maintain positive  Loss of face to others + 
 Group identity or cohesiveness strength +  image to other people Want to maintain good image to business relatives + 
 Projects becoming tied to the community in which an organization 

resides  
+   Hard to tell other people that you stopped + 

     Prove yourself to family and friends + 
     Searching for appreciation from others + 
     Good image in the media + 
     Urge to prove yourself + 
     Want to gain respect from other people + 
     MODERATOR: Cultures with reluctance to appear weak by admitting 

mistakes  
+ 

    Team cohesiveness Conflicting opinions in managing team - 
     Strength of relationship with co-founder + 
     Closeness with team members + 
     Co-founder is an optimist + 
     Stamina in the team + 
     Multifunctional team - 
     Positive vibes in team are high + 
     Same view as business partner + 

    Positive feedback from others Positive feedback from outsiders + 
     Other people have confidence in the idea + 
     Experts believe in the idea  + 
     Mentor is escalating + 

    Negative feedback from others Being in a bubble of people that only talk positively about it + 
     Negative feedback (MODERATED by Credibility of the feedback giver (+)) + 
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Table 3.4: Comparison of the theoretical and empirical research (continued) 
Determinant topics 

(Second-order) 
Determinants (First-order) Effect 

on EoC 

Second-order 
themes 

First-order themes Initial codes Effect 
on EoC 

     Negative feedback - 
     Family is not supportive of the business - 
     MODERATOR: Credibility of the feedback giver + 

9. Other psychological  Ego depletion  - 9. Other  Hope Feeling that the situation might improve  + 
factors Emotion condition (angry relative to fearful) + psychological   Little events happen that spark hope  + 
 Individuals who affirm a low task-relevant trait (relative a high task-

relevant trait) 
- factors  "If I only get this one client, then I will make it "  + 

 The decision maker is given the opportunity to affirm an important 
personal value (relative to not being given this opportunity) 

-  Fatigue Fatigue / Burnout + 

 A rational thinking style (relative to an intuitive thinking style) -  Decision making style Rational relative to intuitive decision making - 
 Achievement striving facet of conscientiousness +   Chose to believe only information that affirms business goals + 
 Authority pressures +   Want to see yourself as being perseverant + 

 Duty facet of conscientiousness -  Self image as perseverant  Feel like damaging ego when stopping + 
 Ego threat +   See stopping as failing + 
 Mental budgeting -   Stopping feels like giving up + 
 Negative Affect -   Don't want to give up + 
 Setting a mental budget (relative to setting no mental budget) -   Loss of face to yourself + 
     Seeing self as being stubborn  + 
     Too proud to stop + 
     Would feel disappointed in yourself when you give up + 
     It hurts to give up + 
     Stopping feels like a personal failure + 
     Feeling the need to score + 
     Feels scared to give up + 
     Not looking for problems: confronting + 
     Want to be loyal to your idea + 

    Awareness of escalation of 
commitment 

Awareness of escalation of commitment - 

Human characteristics 

Cultural characteristics 
10. Culture A strong ethical setting (relative to a weak one)  +  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Cultures with reluctance to appear weak by admitting mistakes  + 

 Decisions that are in line with the organizational culture  + 

 Eastern cultures (relative to Western cultures) + 

 Extent of political tension  + 

 Low uncertainty avoidance cultures + 

Organizational characteristics 

Project characteristics 
11. Decision Information Clear and extremely negative feedback  - 10. Business  Positive previous performance  Positive previous performance of business + 
 Decision uncertainty + performance of business Deterioration of the business situation - 
 Deterioration of a situation +   Often hear no to sales - 
 Media reinforces one’s decisions +   Revenues are stable: no growth - 
 Negative early information  -   Was really close to success once + 
 Positive performance trend information +     
 Previous organizational success +     
 Strong prior organizational performance  +     

12. Finance Ease of investment tracking - 11. Finance Financial management Clear overview on finances - 
 Efficacy of resources +   Setting official budgets - 
 Opportunity cost information -   Having a financial manager - 
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Table 3.4: Comparison of the theoretical and empirical research (continued) 
Determinant topics 

(Second-order) 
Determinants (First-order) Effect 

on EoC 

Second-order 
themes 

First-order themes Initial codes Effect 
on EoC 

    Available budget Initial money available for investment  + 

13. Project completion Level of Project completion + 12. Project 
completion 

Project completion Project completion + 

 Proximity to project completion +   Completion of next milestone + 

14. Sunk cost Personal investment + 13. Sunk cost Time Investment Time Investment + 

 Sunk cost +  Monetary investment Monetary investment (MODERATED by investing own money relative to 
investors’ money (+)) 

+ 

 Sunk cost +   Only need to invest a little more to reach the tipping point + 
 Sunk cost +   Passing your budgets  + 
 Sunk cost -   MODERATOR: Investing your own money relative to investor's money + 

 Sunk cost Inverted 
U-shape 

 Emotional investment Emotional investment + 

 Time investment +   Energy investment + 

Organizational characteristics 

Organizational governance 
15. Personal 
responsibility  

Bifurcating who authorizes initial investments from who undertakes 
decision 

-  

(Organizational 
perspective) 

Change in decision maker (relative to same decision maker) - 

 Entrepreneurs who started their firms (relative to entrepreneurs who 
purchased their firm) 

+ 

 Levels of stock ownership by outside directors - 

 Managers who initiate a project (relative to managers who assume 
leadership after a project is started)  

+ 

 Proportion of board that is a qualified outside director  - 

 The use of outside board members in private family business (relative to 
no use of outside board members in private family business) 

- 

16. Project  A delay in the entrepreneur's action crisis + 14. Project  Goal setting Setting long term relative to short term goals - 
management  An investment is treated overtly as one of a portfolio of decisions or 

operations  
- management  Setting SMART goals - 

 Decisions are embedded as part of an organization's overall set of 
investments and routines  

+   Setting realistic goals - 

 Information acquisition -   Structural interval evaluations - 
 Leadership change -   Determining KPI's and evaluating those - 

 Level of monitoring decision maker -  Evaluation Actively monitoring growth - 
 Setting clear decision goals  -   Gather critical and experienced people around you to discuss - 
     Formally discussing a business exit with team members - 
     Update goals if not reached - 

Organizational characteristics 

Start-up characteristics 
17. Entrepreneurship Entrepreneurs (relative to established firms)  + 15.  Entrepreneurial lifestyle Feel like it's one's life + 
 Entrepreneurs (relative to other individuals) + Entrepreneurship  Love for the lifestyle + 
 Personal options -   Having no other obligations  + 
 Technology entrepreneurs (relative to non-technology entrepreneurs) +   Alternative to continuing seems really bad + 
     Love for the daily work + 
     Appreciation of the freedom you have as an entrepreneur + 
     It’s ones only way to make a living  + 
     Seeing oneself as nothing but an entrepreneur + 

    Expectations of  "Real entrepreneurs don't give up" + 
    entrepreneurship Entrepreneurship is difficult, can't give up that easily + 
     General rule: Takes around 5 years to see results  + 

18. Experience  Experience or expertise + 16. Experience Experience in entrepreneurship Lack of experience in entrepreneurship: not able to see what goes wrong + 
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Table 3.4: Comparison of the theoretical and empirical research (continued) 

Determinant topics 
(Second-order) 

Determinants (First-order) Effect 
on EoC 

Second-order 
themes 

First-order themes Initial codes Effect 
on EoC 

     More experience means: being better at estimating risk - 
     Solution: advisory board, outside people with experience - 

    Experience in field of business Lack of experience in field of business + 

19. Product or service 
factors 

Firms with incremental innovations (relative to novel innovations)  + 17. 
Product/Service 
characteristics 

Innovativeness Innovativeness + 

 Innovativeness of a product +  Complexness of the product Complexness of the product + 

    Service relative to product  Service relative to product (more committed to service) + 
     Service relative to product (more committed to product) - 

External characteristics 

Marketplace characteristics 
20. Market factors Environmental munificence + 18. Market  Early market research Doing market research upfront - 
 IT projects (relative to other industries)  +   First mover in market so don't want to lose advantage + 
 Larger competitors' high action volume +   Not listening to the market + 
 Market complexity  -   Complex markets + 
 Market dynamism  -   Try to make better forecasts - 
 Market munificence  +   Focus on product relative to focus on market  + 
 Smaller competitors' positive performance +   Being in a blue ocean market + 
 Stable industries (relative to turbulent ones) -   Looking for a customer that does not exist + 
     Environmental munificence + 

    Competitor performance  Competitor performance  + 
     Competitor performance  - 

Total count 

20 103  18 43 152  
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3.2.3 Secondary findings 

Next to the effects of the determinants on EoC 
in the start-up context, two interesting 
secondary findings were noticed. These regard 
possible different types of EoC and possible 
different types of entrepreneurs when it 
comes to escalation time. 

3.2.3.1 Types of EoC 

One secondary finding that is worth noting, is 

that there seemed to be a distinction between 

two types of EoC. How this was found and 

which possible EoC types could exist will be 

further explained below. 

Methods 

During the review of the interviews, the 
explanations that the entrepreneurs gave for 
the determinants leading to EoC, were 
analyzed. It became clear that several 
determinants led to different types of EoC. This 
was found as entrepreneurs gave different 
explanations for some determinants leading to 
EoC as opposed to others. More specifically, 
one group of determinants led the 
entrepreneur to specifically want to continue 
with the company, while the other group of 
determinants led the entrepreneur to 
specifically avoid terminating the company. 
Both types of EoC ultimately led to the same 
outcome, but a distinction between reasons 
for engaging in EoC could possibly be made. 
The determinants that seemed to lead to any 
of the two EoC types were grouped together to 
further analyze the similarities between those 
determinants. Figures 3.5 and 3.6 (p. 55 and 
56) present which determinants led to which 
type of EoC. The EoC types will be further 
illustrated below. 

EoC type 1: Continuing 

The determinants in Figure 3.5 were grouped 

together as belonging to EoC type 1, as they all 

led the entrepreneur to want to go on with the 

business. For example, self-confidence made 

an entrepreneur want to go on with the 

business (even in the face of negative 

performance), because they thought that they 

were capable of making the business 

successful: "The biggest reason for continuing 

with the company, was that I trusted that I 

could do it. I had the confidence that I could 

make it successful." (Participant 2, 49:28). To 

illustrate further, positive feedback from 

others made an entrepreneur want to go on 

because it was confirmatory of their beliefs 

and therefore enhanced their drive to 

continue: "The positive reactions of other 

people confirm what you strongly believe in, 

then you are even more motivated to 

continue." (Participant 3, 28:55). To give a final 

example, the innovativeness of the product or 

service made an entrepreneur want to go on 

because this made them excited and inspired: 

"One of the key drivers to continue was the will 

to implement something new. You create 

something, it is something socially relevant and 

innovative. That’s exciting." (Participant 7, 

07:54). In this way, part of the determinants 

led to EoC because the participant wanted to 

specifically continue with the business, to gain 

its positive consequences.  

EoC type 2: Avoiding termination 

The determinants in Figure 3.6 were grouped 

together as belonging to EoC type 2, as they all 

led the entrepreneur to want to avoid 

termination of the business. For example, 

personal responsibility to stakeholders led to 

not wanting to terminate the business, as the 

participant was scared that this would damage 

the relationship with, for example, their 

clients: "It did not feel good to quit because I 

would then leave my current clients, while in 

the two years prior, I had built a good 

relationship with them." (Participant 13, 

14:05). To illustrate further, a desire to 

maintain a positive image to others led 

entrepreneurs to avoid stopping the company, 

as stopping might have damaged how others 

see and respect them: "I didn't want people to 

see that I couldn't do it and that I had failed. 

Therefore I could not stop." (Participant 18, 

38:10). To give a final example, high sunk costs 

like time and monetary investments led 

entrepreneurs to avoid closing the business, as 

this time and money would then feel like a 
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waste: "What made it hard for me to stop was 

that I thought: ‘If I gave up right now, the time 

and money that I have invested in it so far 

would be in waste.’" (Participant 3, 12:30). In 

this way, part of the determinants led to EoC 

because the participant wanted to specifically 

avoid the termination of the business, to avoid 

its negative consequences. 

 

Both EoC type 1 and 2 

Several determinants seemed to possibly 

cause both types of EoC. These are marked by 

the small boxes on the right side in Figure 3.5 

and Figure 3.6. For example, some 

entrepreneurs mentioned that social 

motivations for making the company 

successful could lead to wanting to continue, 

as they wanted to make the world a better 

place. 

 

Figure 3.5: Escalation of commitment type 1: Continuing 
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Figure 3.6: Escalation of commitment type 2: Avoiding termination 

 

Other entrepreneurs mentioned that this 

motivation could lead them to avoid 

termination, as they were afraid of people 

judging them negatively if they would 

terminate their company and not reach their 

social goals. Therefore, three determinants 

were placed in both escalation types. 

Entrepreneur and EoC type 

It seemed that one entrepreneur could 

experience EoC type 1 and 2 simultaneously, as 

their EoC was caused by a mixture of 

determinants that led to different EoC types. 

However, one entrepreneur might possibly be 

more prone to one of the two types of EoC, but 

this could not be established in the current 

research. 

Mitigation actions 

Once all of the determinants were analyzed on 

either causing EoC type 1, EoC type 2, or both, 

it turned out that several determinants could 

not be classified as any of those, as they 

negatively affected EoC. Furthermore, some of 

these remaining determinants were actions 

that entrepreneurs could actively engage in to 

reduce EoC. These determinants, therefore, 

served as a basis for the mitigation actions that 

will be discussed in Paragraph 3.3.4. 
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3.2.3.2 Types of entrepreneurs 

Another secondary finding that is worth 

noting, is that there seemed to be a distinction 

between the type of entrepreneur and the 

duration of their escalation. How this was 

found and which possible entrepreneur types 

could exist will be further explained below. 

Methods 

The entrepreneur’s escalation time was 

measured by asking each participant how long 

it took from the moment of realizing that the 

company was unlikely to be successful, to the 

moment of making the decision to terminate 

the company. When analyzing the data for 

uncovering the determinants of EoC, it became 

clear that some entrepreneurs engaged in EoC 

for shorter periods of time than others. The 

escalation time ranged from two months to 

two years and had an average of 10 months. 

The escalation time for each individual 

participant is presented in Appendix E. As 

entrepreneurs with shorter escalation times 

were found, it was further investigated what 

the similarities were between these 

entrepreneurs and what the differences were 

with the entrepreneurs that tended to engage 

in EoC for longer periods of time. As it turned 

out, there were two aspects on which 

entrepreneurs differ, which may cause this 

difference; experience level and dispositional 

decision making style. These two aspects will 

be further illustrated below. The two aspects 

were put together in a 2x2 entrepreneur type 

matrix to visualize four different entrepreneur 

types of escalation duration. Lastly, the 

entrepreneurs from the sample were placed in 

the matrix to view their entrepreneur type 

relative to their escalation time.  

Experience level 

From the data, there was an indication that 

entrepreneurs with more experience were 

more likely to engage in EoC for shorter 

periods of time, relative to entrepreneurs with 

less experience. To illustrate: 

A participant with a high experience level and 

half a year of escalation time: "If you have 

more experience, you can assess your company 

more sensibly and you will also notice the signs 

that you should stop earlier." (Participant 7, 

45:47). 

A participant with a low experience level and 

1.5 years of escalation time: "We did not have 

the experience to take certain steps and so we 

only recognized the signs that something went 

wrong too late." (Participant 15, 48:45). 

In this instance, a high experience level was 

defined as having 10 or more years of 

experience in working in an entrepreneurial 

setting, as entrepreneurs with 10 years of 

experience and up, seemed to clearly use their 

previous experience in their decision making 

process. A low experience level was defined as 

having less than 10 years of experience. It 

should be noted that the threshold between a 

high and low experience level is provisional 

and was based on the experience levels that 

were found within the sample. This could be 

revised in future studies, based on quantitative 

research.  

Dispositional decision making style 

In addition to the varying experience levels, 

every individual has her or his own 

dispositional decision making style (Eliëns et 

al., 2018). This entails that, even though, each 

person may naturally switch between two 

decision making styles, everyone has an innate 

propensity to rely more on either intuition or 

rationality (Epstein et al., 1996; Stanovich & 

West, 2000). A rational decision making style is 

defined as using slow, conscious and analytical 

processing of specific information to make 

decisions (Evans, 2008; Tversky & Kahneman, 

1974). An intuitive decision making style is 

defined as making decisions based on an 

attitude or “gut feeling” for which the 

entrepreneur is not able to verbalize the 

underlying reasoning, as the thought processes 
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that lead to the intuition are unconscious 

(Eliëns et al., 2018). 

From the data it appeared that entrepreneurs 

with a more rational dispositional decision 

making style, were more likely to engage in EoC 

for shorter periods of time, relative to 

entrepreneurs with a more intuitive 

dispositional decision making style. To 

illustrate: 

A participant with a rational dispositional 

decision making style and two months of 

escalation time: “If you make all of your 

decisions purely based on facts and as long as 

you still rationally see potential in the 

company, you cannot get EoC. Because then, 

you stop immediately when you no longer see 

the potential in the company." (Participant 8, 

42:12). 

A participant with an intuitive dispositional 

decision making style and one year of 

escalation time: “I made most decisions based 

on my intuition. It’s just a feeling that I get that 

drives me to do something. I know that I can 

sometimes go a bit too crazy on this and lose 

my objective perspective.” (Participant 10, 

25:39). 

Entrepreneur type matrix for escalation 

duration 

By combining the above information, an 

entrepreneur type matrix could be developed 

(Figure 3.7). This matrix might help 

entrepreneurs to determine whether they are 

more or less likely to engage in EoC for longer 

periods of time. Entrepreneurs that are more 

likely to engage in EoC for longer durations 

should be extra careful and consider taking 

countermeasures in order to reduce and 

ideally prevent EoC. Possible mitigation actions 

will be proposed in Paragraph 3.3.4.  

To illustrate the entrepreneur types relative to 

escalation time, the entrepreneurs from the 

sample were placed in the matrix with their 

corresponding escalation times in Figure 3.8 (p. 

59). The dots in each quadrant of the matrix 

represent the participants of that type, based 

on their experience level and dispositional 

decision making style. The number in each dot 

represents the participant number and the size 

of each dot represents their escalation time, 

ranging from two months (smallest dot) to two 

years (largest dot).  

 

Figure 3.7: Entrepreneur type matrix for 

escalation duration 

 

As can be seen from Figure 3.8, most of the 

participants (50%) qualified for entrepreneur 

type I. Most of these participants experienced 

relatively longer escalation times, as can be 

seen from the larger size of their dots. 

Moreover, entrepreneurs with types II, III and 

IV seemed to experience shorter escalation 

times. Additionally, as the difference in 

average escalation time seems to be greater 

between type I and III and type II and IV, 

relative to type I and II and type III and IV, the 

dispositional decision making style may 

possibly have a greater effect on EoC than the 

experience level. However, statements like this 

should be considered carefully, as the sample 

of this study was small and the data was 

collected using a qualitative approach. To be 

sure of the extent of the effects, each of them 

should be tested statistically in the future.  
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3.3 Empirical research conclusion 

With the above-discussed findings, SQ4 to SQ7 

could be answered. Below, each of these 

research questions will be discussed. 

3.3.1 SQ4  

The first research question for the empirical 

research is the following: 

SQ4: How do the determinants of escalation of 

commitment in small start-ups in practice 

correspond to those found in existing 

literature? 

As could be viewed in Figure 3.3; the 

conceptual model, the green color-coded 

determinants represent the determinants in 

the small start-up context that were confirmed 

with those found in prior literature. The 

confirmed determinants are summarized in 

Table 3.5 (p. 60). In this table, the confirmed 

determinants of EoC (first-order themes) are 

presented according to their main category, 

subcategory and second-order themes. For 

each determinant, the definition is given as it 

emerged from the interview data, but based 

on the definitions from existing literature, 

along with the proposed effect direction on 

EoC in the small start-up context. This was 

done in a similar way as in Table 2.4. 

In total, of the 103 determinants that were 

identified in the SLR, 47 (45.6%) were 

confirmed for the small start-up context with 

initial codes. These initial codes were 

synthesized to the 22 first-order themes that 

are presented in Table 3.5. Most of the 

confirmed determinants belonged to the 

human, psychological category. This could 

possibly be the case because the human and 

psychological characteristics work on the level 

of the individual, whether this is an 

entrepreneur or a project manager in an 

established firm. Therefore, these 

determinants might be more relevant in both 

cases, whereas organizational characteristics 

work on the organizational level, which are 

quite different for small start-ups relative to 

established firms (Freeman & Engel, 2007). 

Figure 3.8: Entrepreneur type matrix filled in with sample entrepreneurs 
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Table 3.5: Confirmed determinants of escalation of commitment 
Determinant Elucidation Effect* 

Human characteristics 
Psychological characteristics 

Anticipated regret 
Anticipated regret (for 
terminating the business) 

The regret that the entrepreneur anticipates experiencing in the future 
for terminating the business (Wong et al., 2007).  

+ 

Confidence 
Confidence in team The belief in the entrepreneurial team that it can perform effectively in 

making the business successful (DeTienne et al., 2008). 
+ 

Self-confidence  The extent to which the entrepreneur has a larger pool of affirmational 
resources (Sivanathan et al., 2008). 

+ 

Information framing 
Seeing de-escalation as inaction 
and escalation as action (relative 
to the reverse framing)  

When there is a choice between escalation (continuing with the 
company) and de-escalation (terminating the company), framing 
escalation as action and de-escalation as inaction (Feldman et al., 2018). 

+ 

Motivation 
Entrepreneurial motivations The extent to which an entrepreneur runs the start-up to fulfill her or his 

wishes to be an entrepreneur (Markovitch et al., 2014). 
+ 

Intrinsic motivation The extent to which the entrepreneur runs the start-up for its inherent 
satisfaction (Yang et al., 2015). 

+ 

Social motivations “Initiatives that have the primary purpose of improving the outcomes of 
others in need.” (Schaumberg et al., 2014, p. 110). 

+ 

Personal responsibility 
Personal responsibility for initial 
action (self-justification) 

The extent to which an entrepreneur feels like she or he needs to justify 
their choice for the initial course of action (in this case, setting up the 
business) (Bazerman et al., 1984). 

+ 

Personal responsibility for 
negative consequences 

“Whether or not a person was responsible for the original course of 
action which led to adverse consequences.” (Staw & Fox, 1977, p. 432). 

- 

Proximity to the business 
Proximity to the business The extent to which an entrepreneur feels close to the business and sees 

it as part of her or his identity (Sleesman et al., 2018). 
+ 

Risk 
Risk perception “The assessment of a situation in terms of probabilistic estimates of the 

degree of situational uncertainty, how controllable that uncertainty is, 
and confidence in those estimates.” (Jani, 2011, p. 935). 

- 

Self-perception of risk taking The extent to which the entrepreneur sees her or himself as someone 
who takes risky actions (Keil et al., 2000). 

+ 

Social factors 
Team cohesiveness The extent of the attraction of the founding team to its members 

(Sleesman et al., 2012).  
+ 

Other psychological factors 
Decision making style: rational 
relative to intuitive 

Whether an entrepreneur engages is a rational or intuitive decision 
making style (Eliëns et al., 2018). 

- 

Fatigue Exhaustion of the limited pool of mental resources the entrepreneur has 
(Lee et al., 2018). 

+ 

Organizational characteristics 
Project characteristics 

Finance 
Financial management Whether the entrepreneur engages in financial management activities 

(data-based). 
- 

Project completion 
Project completion How close the entrepreneur is to completing a project or reaching a 

milestone for the business (Moon, 2001a, p. 106). 
+ 

Sunk cost 
Monetary investment “The amount of money already spent on a project.” (Keil et al., 2000, p. 

300). 
+ 
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Table 3.5: Confirmed determinants of escalation of commitment (continued) 
Determinant Elucidation Effect* 

Time Investment The amount of time already spent on a project (Sleesman et al., 2012). + 

Organizational characteristics 
Start-up characteristics 

Experience 
Experience in field of business The experience the entrepreneur has with working in the field of business 

that the start-up is in, measured in years (Sleesman et al., 2012) 
- 

Product or service characteristics   
Innovativeness of the product The innovativeness of the product or service the start-up is providing, 

ranging from radical innovations to incremental improvements (data-
based).  

+ 

External characteristics 
Marketplace characteristics 

Market  
Competitor performance How well competitors of the start-up are performing (Hsieh et al., 2015). + or - 

 A positive effect (+) entails that an increase in the determinant, causes an increase in EoC, which is undesirable.  

A negative effect (-) entails that an increase in the determinant, causes a decrease in EoC, which is desirable.  

 

It should be noted that most determinants that 

were found in the SLR were of the category 

human and psychological in the first place 

(45.6%). So this has most likely also 

contributed to the confirmed determinants 

being mostly in this category.  

Interestingly, competitor performance could 

either have a positive or a negative effect on 

EoC, according to the data. Some 

entrepreneurs argued that high competitor 

performance led them to be discouraged and 

to exit the market sooner, while other 

entrepreneurs argued that high competitor 

performance led them to think: “if they can do 

it, I can do it too”, and therefore escalate more. 

Possibly, this effect is moderated by the type 

of entrepreneur. Another explanation could be 

that competitor performance has an inverted 

U-shaped effect on EoC, in which a certain level 

of competitor performance leads 

entrepreneurs to be more motivated to do the 

same and thus escalate, while too high levels 

of competitor performance lead 

entrepreneurs to think that they cannot 

capture a large enough market share and thus 

de-escalate. Future research could investigate 

this relationship further to determine its actual 

effect on EoC.  

In addition, there were 56 determinants of EoC 

(54.4%) that were found in prior literature, but 

were not confirmed in the small start-up 

context. These determinants are color-coded 

in red in Table 3.5 In Paragraph 4.3, it will be 

further discussed what could be the reason for 

these determinants not reappearing in the 

small start-up context. 

3.3.2 SQ5 

The second research question for the empirical 

research is the following: 

SQ5: Which determinants of escalation of 

commitment in small start-ups are different 

from those found in existing literature? 

As can be viewed in Figure 3.3, the conceptual 

model, the blue color-coded determinants 

represent the determinants in the small start-

up context that were novel, relative to those 

found in existing literature. The new 

determinants are summarized in Table 3.6 (p. 

62). In this table, the determinants of EoC that 

are specific to the small start-up context are 

presented according to their main category, 

subcategory and second-order theme.  
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Table 3.6: New determinants of escalation of commitment 
Determinant Elucidation Effect* 

Human characteristics 
Psychological characteristics 

Confidence 
Confidence in product The extent to which the entrepreneur thinks that the product or service has 

the potential to lead to a successful business (data-based). 
+ 

Motivation 
Extrinsic motivation The extent to which the entrepreneur runs the start-up for external rewards 

like money or respect from others (data-based). 
+ 

Personal responsibility 
Personal responsibility to 
stakeholders 

The extent to which an entrepreneur feels responsibility towards stakeholders 
of the business to continue the business (data-based). 

+ 

Risk 
Risk management The extent to which an entrepreneur engages in risk management activities 

(data-based). 
- 

Social factors 
Desire to maintain positive 
image to other people 

The extent to which an entrepreneur desires to maintain a positive image 
towards other people (data-based). 

+ 

Negative feedback from 
others 

People outside the business giving negative feedback on the business (data-
based). 

+ or - 

Positive feedback from others People outside the business giving positive feedback on the business (data-
based). 

+ 

Other psychological factors 
Awareness of escalation of 
commitment 

The extent of awareness the entrepreneur has that she or he is engaging is 
escalation of commitment (data-based). 

- 

Hope A feeling of hope that the situation might turnaround favorably (data-based). + 
Self-image as perseverant The extent to which an entrepreneur considers her- or himself to be 

perseverant (data-based). 
+ 

Organizational characteristics 
Project characteristics 

Business performance 
Positive previous business 
performance 

The extent to which the entrepreneur experienced a positive business 
performance in the past of the current business (data-based). 

+ 

Finance 
Available budget The budget the entrepreneur has available for investment in the company 

(data-based). 
+ 

Sunk cost 
Emotional investment  The amount of energy and emotion invested in the company up to that 

moment (data-based). 
+ 

Organizational characteristics 
Organizational governance 

Project management 
Evaluation Whether the entrepreneur engages in goal achievement evaluation (data-

based). 
- 

Goal setting Whether the entrepreneur engages in goal setting (data-based). - 

Organizational characteristics 
Start-up characteristics 

Entrepreneurship 
Entrepreneurial lifestyle The extent to which an entrepreneur especially values the entrepreneurial 

lifestyle (data-based). 
+ 

Expectations of 
entrepreneurship 

Expectations that the entrepreneur has for entrepreneurship, like real 
entrepreneurs don’t give up and that it takes around 5 years to see actual 
results (data-based). 

+ 

Experience   
Experience in 
entrepreneurship 

The experience the entrepreneur has with working in an entrepreneurial 
environment, measured in years (data-based). 

- 

Product or  
Service characteristics 
Complexness of the product  The complexness of the product or service the start-up is providing (data-

based). 
+ 

Service relative to product Whether the start-up is providing a product or a service (data-based). + or - 
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Table 3.6: New determinants of escalation of commitment (continued) 
Determinant Elucidation Effect* 

External characteristics 
Marketplace characteristics 

Market 
Early market research Whether the entrepreneur engages in market research early in the start-up 

process (data-based). 
- 

 A positive effect entails that an increase in the determinant, causes an increase in EoC, which is undesirable.  

A negative effect entails that an increase in the determinant, causes a decrease in EoC, which is desirable. 

 

For each determinant, the definition is given as 

it emerged from the interview data, along with 

the proposed effect direction on EoC in the 

small start-up context. This was done in a 

similar way as in Table 2.4. 

It is noteworthy that, for two determinants, 

the effect on EoC could either be positive or 

negative. Some entrepreneurs argued that 

negative feedback from others led them to be 

discouraged and terminate the business 

sooner, while other entrepreneurs argued that 

negative feedback from others led them to be 

even more motivated to make the business 

successful to prove those people wrong. This 

effect could be moderated by the credibility of 

the feedback giver in the eyes of the 

entrepreneur. Additionally, entrepreneurs had 

mixed opinions about the effect of offering a 

service relative to a product. Some 

entrepreneurs argued that offering a service 

led them to escalate more as there was more 

involvement with their customers, while other 

entrepreneurs argued that offering a product 

led them to escalate more as there was a 

physical product that they could hold, so it felt 

more real. Possibly it would be hard to 

compare the two types as not all 

entrepreneurs had experienced both types in 

their businesses. Future research could 

investigate these relationships further to 

determine their net effect on EoC.  

 

In total, of the 43 first-order themes, which 

represent the determinants in the small start-

up context, 21 (48.8%) were new to the EoC 

literature. Again, several new determinants in 

the psychological characteristics subcategory 

were found. Additionally, more determinants 

were found in the organizational 

characteristics category than were 

transferable from prior literature to the small 

start-up context. This could be explained by 

the empirical research being context-specific 

for the small start-up context. Thus, making it 

possible to uncover new organizational 

characteristics that influence EoC.   

 

3.3.3 SQ6 

The third research question for the empirical 

research is the following: 

SQ6: How are the effects of determinants of 

escalation of commitment in small start-ups 

interrelated and to what extent are these 

effects on escalation of commitment 

influenced by other variables? 

As can be viewed in Figure 3.3, the conceptual 

model, no interrelations or mediators were 

found from the data. However, nine 

moderators were determined. These are 

depicted in the center of Figure 3.3, affecting 

the effects of the determinants on EoC. The 

moderators are summarized in Table 3.7 (p. 

64). In this table, the moderators are 

presented according to their main category 

and subcategory. For each moderator, the 

definition is given as it emerged from the 

interview data, along with the proposed effect 

direction on the corresponding determinant 

effect on EoC. 

Most of the moderating effects were found in 

the human, psychological characteristics 

category and all moderators were new to the 

EoC literature.  

Lastly, as was explained in Paragraph 3.2.3.2, 

the combination of a higher experience level 

and a rational dispositional decision making 

style is proposed to reduce escalation time. 
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Table 3.7: Moderators on effect on escalation of commitment 
Moderator Elucidation Effect* Affected relation 

Human characteristics 
Psychological characteristics 

Age of business The amount of time the business is running 
(data-based). 

- Intrinsic motivation 

Age of business The amount of time the business is running 
(data-based). 

+ Extrinsic motivation 

Credibility of feedback giver The extent to which the entrepreneur considers 
the feedback giver to be credible(data-based). 

+ Negative feedback from 
others 

Stakeholder management Whether the entrepreneur engages in 
stakeholder management (data-based). 

- Personal responsibility to 
stakeholders  

Investors are family and 
friends (relative to 
professionals) 

Whether the investor is family or a friend 
relative to the investor being a professional 
(data-based). 

+ Personal responsibility to 
stakeholders  

Profits The difference between the revenues of the 
startup and the expenses costs and taxes 
combined (data-based). 

+ Extrinsic motivation 

Seeing being a risk taker as a 
good entrepreneur's trait 

Seeing being a risk taker as a good trait for an 
entrepreneur, relative to not seeing this (data-
based). 

+ Self-perception of risk 
taking 

Strength of relationship with 
stakeholder 

How strong the relationship is between the 
entrepreneur and a particular stakeholder 
(data-based). 

+ Personal responsibility to 
stakeholders  

Organizational characteristics 
Project characteristics 

Own relative to investors’ 
money 

The invested money comes from the 
entrepreneur her- or himself, relative to it 
coming from an investor (data-based). 

+ Monetary investment 

 A positive effect (+) entails that an increase in the moderator, causes an increase in the effect of the corresponding 

determinant on EoC. A positive moderator on a positive effect is undesirable and is desirable on a negative effect.  

A negative effect (-) entails that an increase in the moderator, causes a decrease in the effect of the corresponding 

determinant on EoC. A negative moderator on a positive effect is desirable and is undesirable on a negative effect. 

 

3.3.4 SQ7  

The fourth and final research question for the 

empirical research is the following: 

SQ7: How can entrepreneurs in a small start-up 

minimize escalation of commitment? 

From the data, several determinants were 

found that decrease EoC and are actionable for 

entrepreneurs. These determinants were 

translated into mitigation actions to help 

reduce and optimally prevent EoC in small 

start-ups. These mitigation actions could be 

especially beneficial to type I entrepreneurs, 

with a low experience level and an intuitive 

dispositional decision making style, as they are 

most likely to engage in EoC for longer periods 

of time. Thus, for them, EoC could possibly be 

most greatly reduced with the use of these 

mitigation actions. It should be noted, 

however, that all entrepreneur types could 

benefit from performing these mitigation 

actions.  

Furthermore, several mitigation actions could 

be particularly useful for reducing EoC type 1: 

continuing or EoC type 2: avoiding termination. 

Table 3.8 presents which mitigation action is 

effective for which escalation type and the 

order in which they will be discussed. 

Table 3.8: Mitigation action effectivity for EoC 

types  
Mitigation action Escalation 

type 

 1 2 

1. Risk management X  
2. Financial management X  
3. Goal setting and evaluation X  
4. Market research X  
5. Experience in entrepreneurship and 

field of business 
X  

6. Stakeholder management  X 
7. Rational decision making style X X 
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EoC mitigation action 1: Risk management 

The first EoC mitigation action is performing 

risk management. Risk management involves 

reviewing all relevant information for risk 

assessment. This information is then combined 

with judgments, made in the phase of risk 

characterization and evaluation. This 

combination of information and judgments 

then forms the input on which risk 

management options are being assessed, 

evaluated and selected (Aven & Renn, 2010).  

Risk management could be helpful as an EoC 

mitigation action, as performing risk 

management makes the entrepreneur aware 

of the risks involved with continuing the 

business and how to minimize, monitor, and 

control the probability or impact of 

unfortunate events (Hubbard, 2020). In this 

way, risk management aids in making better-

informed decisions regarding the termination 

or continuation of the business. One of the 

participants particularly experienced the 

benefits of performing risk management: 

“In the beginning, we took all the risks we could 

take to get a minimal viable product ready. 

Only after a while, we started to manage the 

risks more and more and that partly 

contributed to the choice to stop the company. 

We ourselves started to articulate the risks and 

our preferred results and we saw that we didn't 

get close to it and the risks were too high. That 

is why we made the decision to stop." 

(Participant 16, 01:01:10) 

Risk management may be especially helpful to 

reduce EoC type 1: continuing, as it makes the 

entrepreneur aware of the risks involved with 

the continuation of the company. In this way, 

the entrepreneur can judge if these risks are 

manageable and if the continuation of the 

company is really worth it. 

EoC mitigation action 2: Financial 

management 

Financial management is the acquisition, 

financing and management of assets with a 

specific overall goal in mind (Van Horne & 

Wachowicz, 2005). The decision function of 

financial management consists of three 

fundamental areas: investment, financing and 

asset management (Van Horne & Wachowicz, 

2005).  

Engaging in financial management could 

mitigate EoC as it increases the salience of the 

financial activities of the company. More 

specifically, it can make the entrepreneur 

more aware of the investments and revenues 

made, which again helps in making better-

informed decisions regarding the termination 

or continuation of the business. Several 

entrepreneurs shared their experience with 

financial management: 

"We often invested our own money, we 

borrowed money, had investors and received 

subsidies, etc. We did not really have a clear 

overview of our financial situation. If we would 

have had that earlier, we might have stopped 

sooner, or we would have taken another 

route." (Participant 5, 50:08) 

and 

“We now have a very good financial director. 

He quickly explains the pain points. You can’t 

avoid that anymore. Because you have a better 

overview of the financial situation, you are 

forced to make decisions more quickly. You can 

fool yourself a little less by trying to justify 

everything." (Participant 20, 29:10) 

From the statements above, it can be inferred 

that financial management may be particularly 

helpful to reduce EoC type 1: continuing, as it 

makes the entrepreneur aware of the financial 

situation of the company. In this way, the 

entrepreneur can better judge whether the 

company could still be sufficiently profitable.  

EoC mitigation action 3: Goal setting and 

evaluation 

Goal setting and evaluation might be 

convenient tools to steer and track the 

performance of the company. Grant (2020, p. 

149) proposed that: “Goal setting should be 

done in such a way as to facilitate the 
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development and implementation of an action 

plan. The action plan should be designed to 

motivate the individual into action, and should 

also incorporate means of monitoring and 

evaluating performance.”. By setting SMART 

short-term goals and evaluating those goals 

structurally, entrepreneurs may be more 

aware of the performance of their company 

and may then make better-informed decisions 

regarding the termination or continuation of 

the business. Two participant statements to 

illustrate this determinant were given in 

Paragraph 3.2.2.1. 

Goal setting and evaluation may be particularly 

helpful to reduce EoC type 1: continuing, as it 

makes the entrepreneur aware of the actual 

performance of the company. By setting goals 

and evaluating the achievement of those goals, 

the entrepreneur can monitor the growth and 

performance of the company and adjust goals 

accordingly. When goals are structurally not 

achieved, this might be a sign to change the 

course of action. In this way, the entrepreneur 

is able to better judge whether the company 

still has the potential to grow into its desired 

state.  

EoC mitigation action 4: Early market research 

Another EoC mitigation action could be 

performing market research early in the start-

up process. Market research is the process by 

which one gains insights into how the market 

works (Sarstedt & Mooi, 2014). According to 

Sarstedt and Mooi (2014), this includes the 

activities of identifying and formulating a 

problem, determining a research design, 

determining a sample and methodology of 

data collection, collecting data, analyzing the 

data and finally, interpreting, discussing and 

using the findings. 

Just like the first three EoC mitigation actions, 

performing early market research may aid the 

start-up founder in making better-informed 

decisions regarding the termination or 

continuation of the business. Several 

participants made clear that not performing 

market research in the early start-up stages, 

caused them to have blind spots and to be 

unable to make well-informed judgments 

about the termination or continuation of the 

business, for example:  

"It's difficult, I didn't do quantitative market 

research beforehand but more qualitative 

market research. Therefore I just didn't really 

know how big the market was. The company 

was more driven by a personal belief that it 

could work. In principle: everyone eats every 

day, so that made me think the market would 

be pretty big. That's why I kept going. In reality, 

this seemed to be different." (Participant 9, 

22:41) 

Performing early market research may be 

particularly helpful to reduce EoC type 1: 

continuing, as it makes the entrepreneur 

aware of the market the business is competing 

in. By performing early market research, the 

entrepreneur gets to know its competitors and 

target customers better and thus may be able 

to create an appropriate business model 

around this. However, when it becomes 

apparent that competitors have captured a 

stable market share or there is no clear target 

customer, the entrepreneur may use this 

information to reevaluate their continuation 

decision.  

EoC mitigation action 5: Experience in 

entrepreneurship and field of business 

Experience in entrepreneurship and the field of 

business in which the start-up is operating can 

be very helpful in reducing EoC. By having this 

experience, the company founders will be able 

to identify problems earlier and will be more 

able to correctly judge the severity of these 

problems. However, gaining experience in 

both entrepreneurship and the field of 

business of the company comes with years of 

working in these settings. This is not something 

that can be attained overnight. What might 

help to mitigate a possible lack of experience is 

to either add someone to the founding team 

with the relevant experience, having an 

experienced mentor or an advisory board with 

experienced members. A mentor or advisory 
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board might be preferable, as they might be 

personally less invested in the company and 

are therefore able to make more objective 

judgments. In this way, entrepreneurs with 

less experience can still benefit from other 

people’s skills and knowledge in order to 

reduce EoC. Several start-up founders stressed 

the importance of this in their interview: 

"It is good if you have a mentor from the 

outside. Mentors from the outside world who 

have a lot of experience and from whom you 

can get advice on evaluating, taking other 

steps, focusing yourself on the right market, 

etc. You need someone who is really critical. 

Our mentor helped us to make the final 

decision to stop the company." (Participant 5, 

29:23) 

and 

"Appointing an advisory board can help. Here 

you assemble a group of people with different 

perspectives: finance, consultancy, technology. 

People who want the best for you. They can 

give you tips and help you to get to your 

destination. By appointing your advisory board 

more formally, you will get better discussions 

and they will feel more involved. In addition, 

the formally appointed AB also ensures that it 

is more disconnected from emotions and that 

they can give more rational advice.” 

(Participant 12, 45:01)  

Gaining experience in entrepreneurship and 

the field of business, whether it is first- or 

second-hand, may be particularly helpful to 

reduce EoC type 1: continuing, as it makes the 

entrepreneur more alert for signs to change 

their course of action. Once these signs get 

noticed, entrepreneurs can use this 

information in their decision making process of 

continuation or termination of the business. 

EoC mitigation action 6: Stakeholder 

management  

Performing stakeholder management may 

help reduce EoC as it is a negative moderator 

to the effect of personal responsibility to 

stakeholders, which increases EoC. In other 

words, when stakeholder management is 

performed, the effect of personal responsibility 

to stakeholders on EoC is reduced.  

A stakeholder of the company is an individual, 

group or entity that is affected by or can affect 

the company (Eskerod & Jepsen, 2013). 

Furthermore, stakeholder management 

consists of two main activities: performing a 

stakeholder analysis and based on this 

analysis, interacting purposefully with the 

stakeholders (Eskerod & Jepsen, 2013). The 

stakeholder mapping by Mendelow (1981) is a 

well-known tool for performing a stakeholder 

analysis (Figure 3.9). By using this tool, the 

entrepreneur can determine, based on the 

power and interest level of each stakeholder, 

which approach is suitable to take with them. 

Figure 3.9: Mendelow’s (1981) power-interest 

grid 

 

Stakeholder management may help reduce the 

effect of personal responsibility to 

stakeholders, as an entrepreneur would then 

have a clear vision of the importance of 

different stakeholders and may be able to 

more objectively judge their role in the 

business. This may help reduce the 

entrepreneur’s fear of the stakeholders’ 

reactions when the decision would be made to 

terminate the company.  
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One entrepreneur from the sample stressed 

the importance of performing stakeholder 

management: 

"You have to make sure that you’re not 

vulnerable, by surrounding yourself with good 

colleagues and an advisory board, but also by 

performing stakeholder management. Manage 

your shareholders, customers and your board 

well. Ask them questions you think you already 

know the answer to, because you often don’t. 

It also helps to know how much power each 

stakeholder has and what their interests are. 

This gives you a clear image of your most 

important stakeholders, but also makes it 

easier to see things in a more professional 

rather than personal way.” (Participant 12, 

01:40:10) 

Performing stakeholder management, 

differently from the previously mentioned 

mitigation actions, may be particularly helpful 

to reduce EoC type 2: avoiding termination. 

This would be the case as a feeling of personal 

responsibility to stakeholders leads to EoC type 

2, as was shown in Figure 3.6. Thus, when one 

engages in stakeholder management, it 

reduces the positive effect of personal 

responsibility to stakeholders on EoC type 2. 

EoC mitigation action 7: Rational decision 

making style 

All of the above-mentioned EoC mitigation 

actions help entrepreneurs to make better-

informed decisions and better judgments 

regarding the termination or continuation of 

their business. However, it appears that 

information regarding risk, finances, business 

performance, the market or stakeholders, only 

have an impact on the reduction of EoC when 

an entrepreneur rationally uses this 

information. As was explained above, in a 

rational decision making style, one uses slow, 

conscious and analytical processing of specific 

information to make decisions (Evans, 2008; 

Tversky & Kahneman, 1974). In an intuitive 

decision making style, one uses a “gut feeling” 

for making decisions (Eliëns et al., 2018). 

Therefore, the information that arises from 

engaging in the above six mitigation actions 

could only be effectively used if one uses a 

rational style for decision making. 

For individuals that tend to use a more intuitive 

style, facts about the business and its 

surroundings seem to play a smaller role in the 

decision making process, as affective factors 

are more important in intuitive decision 

making. 

One entrepreneur with a high experience level 

and a rational decision making style mentioned 

the following: 

“If you make all of your decisions purely based 

on facts and as long as you still rationally see 

potential in the company, you cannot get EoC. 

Because then, you stop immediately when you 

no longer see the potential in the company." 

(Participant 8, 42:12) 

Another entrepreneur noticed a clear 

difference between his own decision making 

style and the one of his co-founder: 

"One of my co-founders made a lot of decisions 

based on emotion. He was always very positive: 

let's go for it, we can make it successful, but 

based on what? There were only short-term 

goals, no long-term goals. In this way, he just 

wanted to go on and on, and he still is, without 

any success. I eventually stepped out of the 

company.” (Participant 6, 45:38) 

Engaging in a rational rather than an intuitive 

decision making style may be helpful to reduce 

both EoC type 1: continuing and 2: avoiding 

termination. The reason for this, is that the 

rational decision making style will make the 

entrepreneur consciously use specific 

information for decision making. This could 

mitigate both the intuitive feeling that the 

entrepreneur should go on with the business 

as well as the intuitive feeling that the 

entrepreneur must avoid termination. 

By engaging in mitigation actions one through 

seven, future entrepreneurs may be able to 

minimize their EoC. This answers SQ7. 

  



69 
 

4. Discussion 

In this chapter, the theoretical implications, 

managerial implications, comparison between 

the theoretical and empirical research and 

limitations and future research are discussed. 

4.1 Theoretical implications  

For this research, there are four main 

theoretical implications. These include: an up-

to-date SLR on EoC, new determinants of EoC 

in the small start-up context, different types of 

entrepreneurs and different types of EoC. Each 

of these theoretical implications will be 

explained below. 

4.1.1 Systematic literature review 

A systematic literature review was performed 

at the start of the research. No similar 

systematic literature reviews had been 

performed before in the EoC literature. 

Sleesman et al. (2012) published a meta-study. 

However, this study only included quantitative 

studies and excluded qualitative research. 

Furthermore, this meta-study was performed 

eight years prior to this study and therefore did 

not cover more recent research on the topic of 

EoC. Additionally, Sleesman et al. (2018) 

performed a qualitative literature review. 

Nevertheless, they stated that some articles in 

the literature might inevitably have been 

overlooked in their analysis. Moreover, they 

focused on the external, organizational and 

group level of analysis rather than the 

individual level of analysis. Thereby, excluding 

the causes of escalation of commitment for 

individuals.  

In the systematic literature review for the 

current study, a research synthesis was 

produced, synthesizing a great part of both the 

qualitative and quantitative findings on 

determinants of EoC in several research 

domains. It covers well-known older works, for 

example, Bazereman et al. (1984), Brockner et 

al. (1986) and Staw and Fox (1977), but also 

more recent works up till 2019. Moreover, it 

covers the individual level of analysis for a 

great part. Therefore, this SLR complements 

the current research syntheses that are 

available. It could be useful in future research 

as a guide on existing literature on the topic of 

EoC, it could serve as a way to check if 

determinants of EoC have already been 

examined and it could serve as a guide for 

research methodologies in EoC research. 

4.1.2 New determinants of escalation of 

commitment in the small start-up context 

This research offers new insights into the 

determinants of EoC in the small start-up 

context. Baron (1998), DeTienne et al. (2008), 

Huang et al. (2019), Markovitch et al. (2014), 

McCarthy et al. (1993), McMullen and Kier 

(2016) and Yang et al. (2015) also researched 

EoC in an entrepreneurship context. However, 

Baron (1998) used a conceptual theory 

development method and was one of the first 

to research the phenomenon of EoC. This 

made this research foundational for later 

research in this context, but did now allow for 

a complete picture of the determinants of EoC 

in entrepreneurship.  

 

Furthermore, DeTienne et al. (2008), Huang et 

al. (2019), Markovitch et al. (2014), McCarthy 

et al. (1993) and Yang et al. (2015) all 

performed a quantitative experiment, which 

allowed for testing the effects of a couple of 

determinants on EoC. However, they neither 

could show a complete picture of the 

determinants of EoC in entrepreneurship.  

 

Finally, McMullen and Kier (2016) developed a 

meta-theoretical process model about when 

the decision to persist is set into motion. This 

research focused more on the process of EoC 

rather than on its causes in entrepreneurship.  

 

What distinguishes this study from prior 

research is that it focuses specifically on the 

broader picture of causes of EoC in the small 

start-up context. The research focuses on EoC 

in an exploratory manner, which allowed for 

the discovery of new important determinants 

of EoC in entrepreneurship. The newly 

identified determinants could possibly be 
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transferable to other research domains with 

similar characteristics to entrepreneurship, 

like new product development, innovation or 

intrapreneurship. The research may therefore 

contribute to more than just the 

entrepreneurship domain. Moreover, the 

research lays out a base for a theoretical 

framework of the antecedents of EoC (Figure 

3.3). This framework may be helpful for further 

theory development and may function as a 

base for future quantitative research of 

individual determinants of EoC. 

 
4.1.3 Entrepreneur types and escalation time 

During the analysis of the data, four 

entrepreneur types were found that may give 

an indication of the escalation time of an 

entrepreneur. This specific classification of 

entrepreneurs is new to the entrepreneurship 

research domain. Zhang and Acs (2018) 

examined the effect of the entrepreneur’s age 

on entrepreneurial propensity. In this study, 

they found four entrepreneur types to help 

explain the relationship between age and 

entrepreneurship. One of these was novice 

versus non-novice entrepreneurs. This 

entrepreneur type resembled part of the 

entrepreneur type introduced in this study. 

They explained that novice and non-novice 

entrepreneurs have significantly different 

competencies, skills and information to base 

their decision on. Novice entrepreneurs are 

the ones who become entrepreneurs for the 

very first time and tend to have limited 

information and networks (Zhang and Acs, 

2018). This could also be the explanation for 

more experienced entrepreneurs experiencing 

shorter escalation times in the current study; 

they might use the different competencies, 

skills and information to make better decisions 

regarding the continuation or termination of 

the company.  

Moreover, Olson and Bosserman (1984) also 

discussed four attributes of the 

entrepreneurial type. One of those attributes 

was the ability to think both rationally and 

intuitively. They argued that an intuitive 

thinking style is most important in the initial 

step of the entrepreneurial process where the 

concept of the idea occurs, which is a creative 

activity. Furthermore, they argued that the 

rational thinking style is used to structure the 

environment and to understand the things that 

are, rather than to create. According to Olson 

and Bosserman (1984), this style becomes 

more important in the later steps of the 

entrepreneurial process. Here it can be used to 

determine the success potential, analyze and 

make the idea communicable, and conduct 

detailed planning and implementation. The 

above-mentioned factors are also critical in 

making a good decision regarding the 

continuation or termination of the business. 

Intuition, on the other hand, is less helpful in 

this decision making process. Therefore, it 

seems plausible that more rational 

entrepreneurs were better at making the 

decision to stop the business. Nevertheless, an 

intuitive decision making style could be helpful 

in the earlier, more creative, start-up stages 

and should therefore not entirely be avoided. 

As is discussed above, the entrepreneur type 

matrix is in line with previous literature on 

entrepreneur experience and decision making 

style. However, the combination of the two 

types has not been investigated before in EoC 

research. This could be due to the limited 

research that has yet been performed on EoC 

for entrepreneurs. Therefore, its applicability 

should be investigated further in future 

research.  

4.1.4 Escalation of commitment types 

Two types of EoC were identified. One in which 

the entrepreneur specifically wants to 

continue with the company, the other in which 

the entrepreneur specifically wants to avoid 

terminating the company. These types of EoC 

have not been distinguished in EoC literature 

before. Many of the prior papers framed their 

definitions of EoC focusing mainly on the 

continuation instead of the avoidance of 

termination, e.g., “Escalation of commitment: 

The tendency to continue investing time, effort, 

or money in losing courses of action because of 
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an initial commitment to this course of action.” 

(Baron, 1998, p. 289), “This persistence to stay 

the course of the family business regardless of 

its impending failure,” (Chirico et al., 2018, p. 

495) or “The persistence of underperforming 

firms in the market.” (DeTienne et al., 2008, p. 

528). The avoidance of the termination of a 

company or project was possibly not focused 

on in previous literature, because avoiding 

termination and continuation practically lead 

to the same outcome. Nevertheless, 

acknowledging the distinction between the 

two reasons for escalating, may help in better 

understanding how EoC could be prevented in 

both entrepreneurship and other research 

domains in which EoC poses a problem. 

In Paragraph 4.4 will be discussed how these 

implications could be used in future research. 

4.2 Entrepreneurial implications 

Next to the theoretical implications, this 

research also holds several practical 

implications for entrepreneurship. These 

include: education on determinants of EoC, the 

use of the entrepreneur type matrix and 

applying EoC mitigation actions. Each of these 

entrepreneurial implications will be discussed 

below. 

4.2.1 Education on causes for escalation of 

commitment  

This study shows that many factors play a role 

in causing EoC in small start-ups. In order to 

reduce the likelihood of EoC in this setting, 

entrepreneurs may educate themselves on the 

determinants that were presented in Figure 

3.3. They may then judge which of those 

determinants could be applicable to them and 

monitor these variables closely. It should be 

noted, however, that as this research used an 

exploratory methodology, none of the 

determinants have yet been shown to have a 

statistically significant effect on EoC. This 

means that all of the effects could have been 

observed due to chance, instead of the 

determinant actually affecting EoC. 

Nevertheless, this study gives an indication of 

which variables could play an important role in 

causing EoC from fellow entrepreneurs’ 

experiences. 

4.2.2 Entrepreneur type matrix 

In addition to the conceptual framework, the 

entrepreneur type matrix was developed 

(Figure 3.7). This matrix might help 

entrepreneurs in determining how likely they 

are to engage in longer escalation times, based 

on their experience level and dispositional 

decision making style. Entrepreneurs that are 

more susceptible to longer EoC, should be 

extra careful and take countermeasures in 

order to reduce and ideally prevent EoC.  

4.2.3 Mitigation actions 

Lastly, in answer to SQ7, seven mitigation 

actions to minimize EoC in start-ups are 

proposed. These include: performing risk 

management, performing financial 

management, setting goals and evaluating 

those, performing early market research, 

doing stakeholder management, gaining first- 

or second-hand experience in 

entrepreneurship and the field of business and 

lastly, actively engaging in a rational decision 

making style (relative to an intuitive one). The 

use of mitigation actions might be most 

important to entrepreneurs of type I as they 

are most likely to engage in EoC for longer 

periods of time. Thus, for them, EoC could 

possibly be most greatly reduced with the use 

of these mitigation actions. Nevertheless, the 

mitigation actions may be useful for the other 

entrepreneur types too, as it is best to prevent 

EoC after all.  

4.3 Theoretical and empirical research 

comparison 

As was mentioned in Paragraph 3.3.1, a group 

of determinants that appeared in the 

theoretical part of the study, remained 

unconfirmed in the empirical part of the study 

(color-coded in red in Table 3.4).  

It is noteworthy that the whole subcategory of 

cultural characteristics from the SLR, did not 
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reappear in the small start-up context. This 

could possibly have two reasons. Firstly, when 

it comes to organizational culture, the start-

ups in the sample did not seem to have 

developed a clear organizational culture yet. 

According to the participants, the company 

was often too young or too small for a 

recognizable culture to have established. To 

illustrate: “Our organizational culture has not 

been of influence. To be honest, we didn't have 

an organizational culture yet. We were a young 

company and far too small to have a clear 

organizational culture.” (Participant 1, 11:07). 

Secondly, when it comes to national culture, all 

participants were of Dutch or Belgium 

nationality and thus had a very similar national 

culture. Therefore, the effect of different 

cultural backgrounds on EoC could not be 

investigated. 

Additionally, the determinant topic of personal 

responsibility (organizational perspective) did 

also not reappear in the small start-up context. 

This could possibly be explained by this topic 

mostly being about changing the decision 

maker. Change in decision maker is quite 

common in established firms. On the contrary, 

all of the entrepreneurs from the sample 

mentioned that the founding unit in their start-

up kept the decision making power over the 

whole course of the start-up process. 

Therefore it seems reasonable that the topic of 

personal responsibility (organizational 

perspective) was not transferable to the small 

start-up context.  

Furthermore, from the 15 determinants that 

were found in the entrepreneurship context in 

the SLR, eight determinants were confirmed in 

the small start-up context and seven remained 

unconfirmed (Table 4.1).  

From the determinants that were 

unconfirmed, some were unconfirmed 

because a comparison was made in the initial 

study that could not be made in this study. For 

example, Baron (1998) proposed that 

entrepreneurs were more likely to experience 

EoC relative to other individuals. This could not 

be investigated as the entire sample existed of 

entrepreneurs. Moreover, McCarthy et al. 

(1993) found that entrepreneurs who started 

their firms were more likely to engage in EoC 

relative to entrepreneurs who purchased their 

firm. This could not be investigated in this 

study as the entire sample of entrepreneurs 

founded their firms. Other determinants like 

setting a mental budget (Yang et al., 2015), 

might not have been found as this might 

unconsciously decrease EoC, but this might not 

be known to the participant. Future research 

could sample and focus specifically on these 

determinants to establish their effects.  

Table 4.1: Confirmed and unconfirmed 

determinants of EoC in entrepreneurship  
Determinant Authors 

Confirmed determinants 

Collective efficacy of organizational 

members 
DeTienne et al. (2008) 

Environmental munificence DeTienne et al. (2008) 

Personal investment DeTienne et al. (2008) 

Personal options DeTienne et al. (2008) 

Previous organizational success DeTienne et al. (2008) 

Group emotion is Hope (relative to Fear) Huang et al. (2019) 

Entrepreneurial intentions Markovitch et al. (2014) 

Intrinsic motivation (relative to extrinsic 
motivation) 

Yang et al. (2015) 

Unconfirmed determinants 

Entrepreneurs (relative to other 
individuals) 

Baron (1998)  

Entrepreneurs who started their firms 
(relative to entrepreneurs who 

purchased their firm) 

McCarthy et al. (1993) 

Expressed overconfidence  McCarthy et al. (1993) 

A delay in the entrepreneur's action crisis McMullen & Kier (2016) 

Eager goal striving (relative to cautious 
goal striving)  

McMullen & Kier (2016) 

Setting a mental budget (relative to 
setting no mental budget) 

Yang et al. (2015) 

Technology entrepreneurs (relative to 

non-technology entrepreneurs) 
Yang et al. (2015) 

 

Lastly, there were determinants identified in 

the SLR, that were not confirmed in the 

empirical research, but did not belong to a 

specific category or research context like the 

ones discussed above. There are four possible 

explanations for this. 
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Firstly, a probable explanation could be that 

the determinants from the SLR were identified 

in greatly varying research settings, including 

different: levels of analysis, research 

methodologies, research context, participant 

groups and so on. Differences in these factors 

could lead to different findings. Furthermore, a 

small start-up has specific features that differ 

from those in established companies, e.g., 

available funds, company size, brand presence, 

strategic alliances, organizational structures, 

the existence of business processes and agility 

(Freeman & Engel, 2007). Therefore, it seems 

plausible that not all determinants of EoC are 

transferable from one research domain to 

another. For example, leadership change, 

which had a negative effect on EoC in prior 

literature (Kalmanovich-Cohen et al., 2018), 

did possibly not appear in the empirical 

research, as leadership change in the start-up 

phase of a company is very unlikely, founders 

of a company often stay with the start-up until 

the termination, acquisition or merging of the 

company. To illustrate further, authority 

pressures, which had a positive effect on EoC in 

prior literature (Sleesman et al., 2018), did 

possibly not appear in the empirical research 

as the founder or co-founders often have the 

highest authority in the company. Therefore 

they would not be able to experience authority 

pressures from others. This does not mean that 

these determinants could not affect EoC in the 

start-up context. They are, however, quite 

unlikely to occur in this setting. 

Secondly, not all of the determinants that were 

identified in the SLR were hypothesized and 

statistically tested. Therefore, some 

determinants might not even have had a 

statistically significant effect on EoC in their 

original research setting and might thus not be 

transferable to the small start-up context.  

Thirdly, some comparisons could not be made 

with the obtained data, which could be made 

in the original research setting of the prior 

research. For example, to determine whether 

technology entrepreneurs are more likely to 

escalate than non-technology entrepreneurs 

(Yang et al., 2015), there should be enough 

participants from each group to make a 

sensible comparison. This was not always the 

case in this research, due to the limited 

number of participants. To verify if these 

variables could affect EoC in the small start-up 

context, future research could specifically 

sample technology and non-technology 

entrepreneurs or firms with other differences 

to find out if they affect EoC.  

Fourthly, within the limited time that was 

available to the participants to complete the 

interview, it could be possible that not all 

relevant causes of EoC were discussed. 

Nevertheless, it was always strived for during 

the interview to continue asking questions 

until the participant could not think of any new 

determinants of EoC.  

4.4 Limitations and future research 

Although this study is a valuable contribution 

to the EoC and entrepreneurship literature, it 

had several limitations that could be improved 

on in future research. These include: no 

statistical significance, ambiguous escalation 

threshold, no face-to-face interviewing, no 

cultural differences in the sample, two-sided 

effects on EoC and further investigation of EoC 

and entrepreneur types. Simultaneously, these 

limitations provide interesting avenues for 

future research. Each of the limitations and 

future research opportunities will be discussed 

below.  

4.4.1 Statistical significance 

As the empirical part of the study was 

performed using a qualitative approach, none 

of the relationships that are proposed in the 

conceptual framework are yet proved to be 

statistically significant. Moreover, it was not 

possible to describe to what extent each 

determinant led to EoC. This is usual for 

exploratory research and even though this 

allowed for the broad discovery of valuable 

new determinants, it would be interesting to 

know the significance and the extent of the 

effects. This would be useful information to 
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further progress the development of EoC 

theory and for entrepreneurs to be able to 

practically manage the effects of EoC 

determinants. In order to validate and 

measure the extent of the effects, future 

studies could investigate the effect of several 

determinants from this research quantitatively 

with a large sample of entrepreneurs. As was 

derived from the SLR, a questionnaire or 

laboratory experiment could be an appropriate 

methodology for quantitative research on EoC. 

4.4.2 Escalation threshold 

Escalation of commitment is defined in this 

research as “the proclivity for decision makers 

to maintain commitment to a losing course of 

action, even in the face of quite negative news” 

(Sleesman et al., 2012, p. 541). However, from 

the literature as well as the empirical research, 

it often remained unclear what the threshold is 

between appropriately allocated commitment 

or escalation (Wong & Kwong, 2018). As it was 

hard to objectively measure escalation of 

commitment in this qualitative research, a 

more clearly defined threshold could be 

beneficial in further quantitative testing of the 

proposed effects. Future research could focus 

on defining this threshold more clearly, 

especially in entrepreneurship, as the 

commitment of entrepreneurs to their idea is 

specifically high (Baron, 1998). 

 

4.4.3 Interviewing methodology: video 

conferencing 

The interviews in the current study were all 

performed through video conferencing. This 

might have made it slightly harder to interpret 

the participant’s body language and other 

signs that would have been helpful in better 

understanding the entrepreneur’s answers 

(Hennink et al., 2020). This was, however, the 

safest option as the study was performed 

during the COVID-19 pandemic. Nevertheless, 

comprehensive data was still attained due to 

the in-depth semi-structured interviewing 

method. Future studies using a qualitative 

research methodology on this topic, could 

obtain even more comprehensive data by 

conducting face-to-face interviews.  

4.4.4 Sample cultural characteristics 

Due to the snowballing sampling method, the 

study was performed with 95% Dutch and 5 % 

Belgian participants. In the Netherlands and 

Belgium, a Western culture prevails; people 

are more individualistic and concepts of loss of 

face are a less prominent part of the culture 

relative to other cultures (Hofstede & Soeters, 

2002). As was found by Liang et al. (2014), 

people in Eastern cultures are more prone to 

experiencing EoC than people in Western 

cultures. This may be caused by the fact that 

thinking patterns between Eastern societies 

(e.g., China, Japan and Korea) and Western 

societies (e.g., the United States and Great 

Britain) differ. Due to cultural differences, 

different determinants of EoC might play a 

greater role in start-ups in other countries. 

Therefore, it would be helpful to perform 

similar studies in countries with contrasting 

cultures to that of the Netherlands and 

Belgium. In countries with similar cultures, the 

findings of this study can be assumed to be 

more generalizable. 

4.4.5 Two-sided effects on EoC 

Some determinants seem to positively affect 

EoC for some entrepreneurs and negatively for 

others (i.e., competitor performance, negative 

feedback from others and service relative to 

product). Possibly, these effects are influenced 

by the type of entrepreneur, but there is also a 

probability that there is no statistically 

significant effect on EoC. Future research could 

investigate these relationships quantitatively 

to determine their net effect on EoC. 

4.4.6 New EoC and entrepreneur types 

The entrepreneur types and EoC types that 

were proposed in this study introduce 

interesting new research avenues. Possibly, 

the entrepreneur types could predict other 

behaviors of entrepreneurs that affect their 

start-up success. It is, therefore, interesting to 

validate these entrepreneur types and test 
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their applicability for other behavior. 

Moreover, as the different EoC types were a 

new addition to the EoC literature, it would be 

interesting for experienced EoC researchers to 

further look into these types and validate their 

existence. This could contribute to the 

knowledge on how to reduce and ideally 

prevent EoC.  

5. Overall conclusion  

This research shows that significantly more 

determinants could influence EoC in the small 

start-up context than were previously known. 

The main research question of this study is the 

following: 

What are the determinants of escalation of 

commitment for founders of small start-ups? 

This research question was answered 

thoroughly through the combination of seven 

sub-research questions with the use of a 

systematic literature review and in-depth 

semi-structured interviews and a thematic 

analysis. A conceptual model was developed 

that shows the possible determinants of 

escalation of commitment for founders of 

small start-ups. Additionally, an entrepreneur 

type matrix, two types of EoC and seven 

mitigation actions are proposed, that could 

help entrepreneurs to minimize EoC and are an 

addition to the current body of research on 

EoC. In this way, this research contributes 

theoretically to the research domains of 

escalation of commitment and 

entrepreneurship, and practically to the 

continuation or termination decision making 

process for founders of small start-ups.  

To conclude, this study contributes to 

identifying the pitfalls for entrepreneurs 

experiencing EoC and aims to provide solutions 

towards mitigating EoC and help 

entrepreneurs focus their valuable time and 

energy on more fruitful ventures.   
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Appendix A: Full systematic literature review articles 

ID Authors Publication 
Year 

Journal Impact 
factor 
(2019 
& over 
5 
years) 

Times 
cited 

Research 
Methods  

Level of 
analysis  

Research context, 
Type of 
participants 

EoC definition  EoC operationalization  # of 
participants 

A1 Baron, R. A. 1998 Journal of 
business 
venturing 

7.59 & 
10.873  

570 Conceptual theory 
development: 
qualitative 

Individual  Entrepreneurship, 
n / a 

Escalation of commitment: The tendency to 
continue investing time, effort, or money in losing 
courses of action because of an initial commitment 
to this course of action 

n / a n / a 

A2 Bazerman, M. 
H., Giuliano, T., 
& Appelman, A. 

1984 Organizational 
behavior and 
human decision 
processes 

2.304 & 
3.965  

168 Experiment: 
quantitative 

Individual and 
group 

Unspecified ,  
Male 
undergraduates 
at the university 
of Texas and 
Austin taking an 
introductory 
psychology 
course. 

The escalation of commitment to a course of action 
that is failing or incurring great costs 

"Commitment" was assessed by the question: 
"To what extent did your group (you) feel 
committed to the 1971 decision?" (1 = not at all 
committed; 9 = very committed); 

183 

A3 Brockner, J. 1992 Academy of 
management 
review 

8.413 & 
12.44 

511 Conceptual theory 
development: 
qualitative 

Individual Unspecified , 
 n / a 

It is the uncertainty surrounding goal attainment 
that prompts decision makers to view their 
allocated resources simultaneously as either 
investments or expenses. That is, if the resources 
allocated lead to goal attainment, then they may 
be viewed as investments; if they do not, they are 
considered to be expenses. Furthermore, decision 
makers must have a real choice in deciding 
whether to persist with or withdraw from the 
previously chosen course of action. In short, 
escalation situations include repeated (rather than 
one-shot) decision making in the face of negative 
feedback about prior resource allocations, 
uncertainty sur- rounding the likelihood of goal 
attainment, and choice about whether to continue 

n / a n / a 
 

A4 Brockner, J., 
Houser, R., 
Birnbaum, G., 
Lloyd, K., 
Deitcher, J., 
Nathanson, S., 
& Rubin, J. Z 

1986 Administrative 
science 
quarterly  

8.391 & 
9.88  

87 2 laboratory 
experiments: 
quantitative 

Individual Organizational 
decision making,  
Introductory 
undergraduate 
psychology 
students at tufts 
university. 

Organizational behaviourists and social 
psychologists have recently begun to study 
phenomena in which organizational decision 
makers escalate their commitment to an 
ineffective course of action. This process, which is 
common at both the individual and organizational 
levels, has been called "entrapment" (Brockner 
and Rubin, 1985), the "sunk cost" effect 
(Northcraft and Wolf, 1984), the "knee-deep-in-
the-big- muddy" effect (Staw, 1976), and the "too 
much invested to quit" effect (Teger, 1980). 

n / a 52, 45 
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ID Authors Publication 
Year 

Journal Impact 
factor  

Times 
cited 

Research 
Methods  

Level of 
analysis  

Research context, 
Type of 
participants 

EoC definition  EoC operationalization  # of 
participants 

A5 Chirico, F., 
Salvato, C., 
Byrne, B., 
Akhter, N., & 
Arriaga 
Múzquiz, J.  

2018 Journal of small 
business 
management 

3.461 & 
5.151  

8 Conceptual theory 
development: 
qualitative 

Group  Family owned 
businesses (family 
business boards), 
n / a 

This persistence to stay the course of the family 
business regardless of its impending failure, 
ultimately leads to an aura of commitment 
escalation (or entrapment) that prevents any form 
of change in, for instance, the strategy, the 
product, or the entire business activity (Brockner, 
Rubin, and Lang 1981; Salvato et al. 2010) The 
concept of commitment escalation (see Brockner, 
Rubin, and Lang 1981; Brockner et al. 1986; Schulz-
Hardt, Thurow-Kroning, and Frey 2009; Sleesman 
et al. 2012; Staw 1981, 1997) has been used largely 
to explain individuals’ tendency to attach 
psychological importance to their own behavior. It 
is defined as an increased commitment of 
individuals to an ineffective course of action that 
extends beyond an economically rational point, 
despite the presence of negative feedback 
concerning the viability of that course of action 
(see, e.g., Brockner et al. 1986; Sleesman et al. 
2012). 

n / a n / a 

A6 DeTienne, D. 
R., Shepherd, 
D. A., & De 
Castro, J. O 

2008 Journal of 
Business 
Venturing 

7.59 & 
10.873 

139 Experiment: 
quantitative 

Individual Entrepreneurship, 
Entrepreneurs 
from the 2001 
OneSource Corp 
Tech Directory.  

The persistence of underperforming firms in the 
market. 

Decision to persist with an underperforming 
firm 

89 

A7 Devigne, D., 
Manigart, S., & 
Wright, M. 

2016 Journal of 
business 
venturing 

7.59 & 
10.873  

20 Experiment: 
quantitative 

Organizational Venture capital 
decision making, 
Venture capital 
investments in 
portfolio 
companies in 
Europe. 

Irrespective of the participants’ selection, the data 
indicated that their selected candidate had 
performed poorly, whereas their unselected 
candidate had performed well; that is, they 
received negative feedback about their initial 
decision. 

If the updated information on the portfolio 
company is favourable at each stage, the 
likelihood of a successful exit – conditional on 
this new information – increases over time and 
the probability of termination should hence 
decrease. If updated information is on the 
contrary negative, the probability of a 
successful exit given this updated information 
declines over time and the likelihood of 
termination should therefore increase (Benson 
and Ziedonis, 2010). In sum, if VC firms behave 
rationally, the probability of termination should 
be inversely proportional to the conditional 
likelihood of a successful exit (Guler, 2007). 

1060 
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ID Authors Publication 
Year 

Journal Impact 
factor  

Times 
cited 

Research 
Methods  

Level of 
analysis  

Research context, 
Type of 
participants 

EoC definition  EoC operationalization  # of 
participants 

A8 Eliëns, R., Eling, 
K., Gelper, S., & 
Langerak, F.  

2018 Journal of 
product 
innovation 
management 

5.0 & 
7.057  

7 Experiment: 
quantitative 
 

Individual  New product 
development gate 
keepers, 
People from 
diverse functional 
areas, such as 
R&D, design, 
marketing, sales 
& purchasing, 
manufacturing, 
and strategy. 

Even when there are clear indications early on that 
a project needs to be aborted, it is frequently 
carried on nonetheless (Schmidt and Calantone, 
2002). This phenomenon is known as escalation of 
commitment. 

The reportswere designed and pretested in 
such a way that theobjectively correct decisions 
are a Go at the idea gate,and a Stop at the 
concept gate. To achieve this design, the report 
at the idea gate consisted almost onlyof positive 
information about the hybrid jet‐engineproject 
and the financial information presented 
wassuch that the net present value of the 
project was positive. This was done in order to 
let participants formpositive beliefs about the 
hybrid jet‐engine idea, tonudge them to make a 
Go decision, and to invoke afeeling of 
responsibility and commitment toward 
theproject, which is necessary for escalation of 
commitment to occur (Biyalogorsky et al., 2006; 
Sleesmanet al., 2012). Conversely, the 
development report atthe concept gate 
presented merely negative information 
including a negative net present value, so that 
objectively, a Stop decision was the correct gate 
decision. In view of objective Go/Stop decisions 
at the idea versus the concept gates, and the 
response pattern in the pre-tests (see details 
below), subsequent Go decisions taken at both 
the idea and the concept gates are considered 
escalation of commitment. 

184 

A9 Feldman, G., & 
Wong, K. F. E.  

2018 Psychological 
science 

5.389 & 
7.15  

6 4 experiments: 
quantitative 

Individual  Unspecified , 
Undergraduate 
students from 
Hong Kong and 
American 
Mechanical Turk 
participants. 

Escalation-of-commitment situations involve sunk 
costs, negative feedback, and a decision between 
proceeding and withdrawing (for a review, see 
Brockner, 1992; Sleesman, Conlon, McNamara, & 
Miles, 2012). 

Escalation of commitment. Participants rated 
their willingness to continue with the project—
“On a scale from 0 to 100, please indicate your 
willingness to proceed with the project (0 = 
absolutely not, 100 = absolutely yes)”—and 
were asked to briefly explain their decisions. 
Escalation of commitment. Participants rated 
their willingness to continue with the project—
“On a scale of 0 to 
100, please indicate your willingness to proceed 
with the 
project (0 = absolutely not, 100 = absolutely 
yes)”—and 
were asked to briefly explain their decisions. 

104, 166, 
299, 229 

A10 Garland, H., 
Sandefur, C. A., 
& Rogers, A. C 

1990 Journal of 
applied 
psychology 

5.851 & 
8.068  

106 3 experiments: 
quantitative 

Individual Petroleum-
exploration 
ventures, 
Petroleum 
geologists and 
Delaware 
University 
students enrolled 
in introductory 
management 
courses. 

Staw's original research in this area was based on a 
model of decision making in which negative 
feedback following the choice of some action 
stimulates concern for the justification of that 
choice. This concern results in persistence with or 
escalation of the previously chosen action in the 
hope that future positive outcomes might 
vindicate the original choice. 

The combined effects of sunk costs and 
negative feedback on decisions to escalate or 
withdraw from a petroleum-exploration 
venture. Asked to indicate the likelihood of their 
authorizing another $200,000 to drill the next 
well in the program. 

197, 38, 77 
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A11 Gunia, B. C., 
Sivanathan, N., 
& Galinsky, A. 
D. 

2009 Journal of 
experimental 
social 
psychology 

3.254 & 
3.859  

46 4 experiments: 
quantitative 
 

Individual Financial 
investment, 
personnel 
decisions and 
auctions, 
Undergraduate 
students and 
undergraduate 
students with 
economic majors.  

The decision bias called ‘‘escalation of 
commitment”: a decision maker’s tendency to 
honour resources already invested, which 
economists refer to as ‘‘sunk costs,” by allocating 
further resources to a failing course of action 
(Staw, 1976).  

Participants then learned that BG chose to 
invest in the Consumer Division. However, in 
the subsequent 5 years, the chosen division 
performed worse than the un-chosen one (the 
Industrial Division). Participants learned that 
they were now appointed VP of the A&S 
Company and needed to allocate an additional 
$10 mil-lion in any proportion, between the two 
divisions. Consistent with previous studies (e.g., 
Sivanathan et al., 2008; Staw, 1976), the 
amount of money invested in the Consumer 
division served as our measure of escalation of 
commitment 

55, 54, 49, 
33 

A12 Heath, C.  1995 Organizational 
behavior and 
human decision 
processes 

2.304 & 
3.965  

158 2 questionnaire 
experiments:  
Quantitative 

Individual Unspecified , 
Undergraduates 
at the Stanford 
University and 
undergraduates 
at the University 
of Chicago. 

People increase investment (or "escalate 
commitment") in response to previous 
investments (sunk cost) 

Decide to complete the project by investing the 
amount of money listed in the future 
investments column. 

214, 30 

A13 Hsieh, K. Y., 
Tsai, W., & 
Chen, M. J.  

2015 Academy of 
management 
journal 

7.571 & 
11.853  

40 Experiment: 
quantitative 
 

Organizational Companies in the 
IT industry in 
Taiwan, 
Leading 
Taiwanese 
companies in 
three segments of 
the IT industry: 
personal 
computer, 
mainboard, and 
network device 
manufacturing. 

If a firm has performed poorly in a target location, 
it might be expected to become more cautious 
about subsequent investment; yet decision makers 
often are inclined to make—rather than 
withhold—further investment in an 
underperforming initiative, resulting in escalation 
of commitment (Staw, 1976, 1997) 

Our dependent variable concerns a firm’s 
tendency to undertake new strategic actions in 
a certain location despite its poor performance 
there 

51 

A14 Huang, T. Y., 
Souitaris, V., & 
Barsade, S. G.  

2019 Strategic 
management 
journal 

5.471 & 
7.859  

1 Simulation 
experiment: 
quantitative 

Group Entrepreneurship, 
Master's students 
in Management 
with an 
entrepreneurship 
Focus, MSc in 
Investment 
Management and 
undergraduate 
students in 
Business Studies 
and in Informatics 
at a British 
university. 

Individuals continue to invest time, money, or 
other resources to apparently failing courses of 
action (Staw, 1981). 

Escalation of commitment to a currently failing 
venture versus termination of the venture was 
captured by a dummy variable (“quit” ) with a 
value of 1 for the round at the end of which the 
team terminated the virtual venture and 0 for 
all preceding rounds. The 66 teams participated 
in different numbers of rounds, ranging from 3 
to 21, with a mean of 8.7 rounds (SD = 3.5 
rounds). There was neither left-censoring, as 
data were collected from the start for all teams, 
nor right-censoring, since all 66 teams quit the 
simulation at the end. The final sample included 
569 team-round observations of 66 teams. 

66 groups, 
198 
participants 
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A15 Jani, A. 2011 International 
journal of 
project 
management 

6.62 & 
6.589  

30 Simulation  
experiment: 
quantitative 

Individual IT projects, 
Undergraduate 
and graduate 
students from a 
large Midwestern 
research 
university and 
practicing project 
managers from a 
Midwestern 
metropolitan area 
in the US. 

‘Escalation of commitment’ in IT projects is often a 
problem where project managers may continue to 
persist with failing projects (Keil, 1995; Keil and 
Mann, 1997). While assessing project risks, 
project managers may go through a cognitive 
process of risk 
identification, risk classification and risk 
evaluation. 

Thus, the first aim of this study was to 
contribute to the literature on escalation of 
commitment in IT projects by investigating 
whether individual self-efficacy influences the 
perception of risk in a failing IT project and 
whether risk perception in turn influences the 
commitment to a failing IT project. 

71 

A16 Kalmanovich-
Cohen, H., 
Pearsall, M. J., 
& Christian, J. 
S. 

2018 The leadership 
quarterly,  

6.642 & 
7.576  

4 2 laboratory 
experiments: 
quantitative 

Group Unspecified , 
Undergraduate 
business students 
enrolled in an 
introductory 
management 
course at a large 
south-Eastern 
university in the 
united states and 
undergraduate 
business students 
enrolled in a 
semester-long 
introductory 
management 
course at a large 
south-Eastern 
university in the 
united states.  

Escalation of commitment, where decision makers 
“throw good money after bad”(Staw & Ross,1987), 
pursuing a course of action even in light of negative 
feedback(Keil & Robey, 2001; Staw, 1976). 

Escalation of commitment during the second 
round was measured by the level of increased 
resource investment by the team in terms of 
spending additional time and money to 
implement further tactics in response to their 
performance in the first simulation run. 

132 

A17 Keil, M., Tan, B. 
C., Wei, K. K., 
Saarinen, T., 
Tuunainen, V., 
& Wassenaar, 
A. 

2000 Mis quarterly 5.37 & 
9.921 

639 Laboratory 
experiment: 
quantitative 

Individual Unspecified , 
Undergraduate 
and master's 
students enrolled 
in an introductory 
information 
systems course at 
a university in 
Finland, 
Netherlands or 
Singapore. 

Very often, the amount of money already spent on 
a project (level of sunk cost), along with other 
factors, can bias managers toward continuing to 
fund the project. In many instances, this results in 
"escalation of commitment" behaviour (Brockner 
1992) in which failing projects are permitted to 
continue and good money is thrown after bad 
(Garland 

Willingness to continue a project was a 
construct measured by asking subjects, after 
they had read their task, how likely were they to 
continue with the project 

536 
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A18 Ku, G. 2008 Organizational 
behavior and 
human decision 
processes 

2.304 & 
3.965  

58 2 experiments: 
quantitative 
 

Individual Unspecified , 
Native English 
speaking 
undergraduate 
students.  

In escalation of commitment, decision makers 
allocate an original pool of resources (money, time, 
or intangibles such as self-identities) to further a 
particular goal, after which they receive negative 
feedback, suggesting that, at best, the goal has not 
been obtained. Individuals often respond to this 
ambiguous future by increasing their commitment 
and investing more (Brockner, 1992; Ross & Staw, 
1986; Rubin & Brockner, 1975; Staw & Ross, 1989; 
Teger, 1980). They invest ‘‘too much to quit’’ and 
become ‘‘entrapped’’ (Teger, 1980). 
Unfortunately, these reinvestments are irrational 
responses to sunk costs, violating the notion that 
individuals should be prospectively rather than 
retrospectively rational (Fox & Staw, 1979; Staw, 
1981; Staw & Ross, 1978). 

The table revealed that participants had to 
correctly solve at least eight of the 10 words in 
under 3 min to earn $8.00, a highly unlikely 
event since the task included several very 
difficult anagrams. Given the payoff 
contingencies, participants should have quit 
before the 6th minute if they could not 
unscramble at least eight of the words by then. 
Continued effort into the 6th minute resulted in 
smaller earnings even if participants 
unscrambled eight or more words. Thus, efforts 
into the 6th minute were a clear indication of 
escalation of commitment. 

38, 61 

A19 Lee, J. S., Keil, 
M., & Wong, K. 
F. E.  

2018 Applied 
psychology 

2.808 & 
3.633  

5 2 laboratory 
experiments: 
quantitative 

Individual  Unspecified , 
Amazons 
Mechanical Turk 
and 
Undergraduate 
students enrolled 
in multiple 
sections of an 
information 
systems course at 
a large urban 
university in the 
south-Eastern US. 

Escalation of commitment is the “tendency to 
become locked in to a course of action, throwing 
good money after bad or committing new 
resources to a losing course of action” (Staw, 1981, 
p. 578). Escalation of commitment is regarded as 
“a particular type of bias” that individuals are 
prone to “when approaching decisions serially” 
(Bazerman & Moore, 2013, p. 119) 

Study 1: Participants were asked to indicate 
“how likely is it that you will abandon the air-
quality control product?” on a 7-point scale (1 5 
definitely would not abandon, 4 5 even chance, 
7 5 definitely abandon). This scale was intended 
to measure an individuals willingness to 
discontinue a failing course of action (Garland et 
al., 1990). Study 2: After reading the scenario, 
participants were asked to indicate: (1) their 
willingness to request further funding from the 
executive committee in order to continue the 
project and (2) their willingness to abandon the 
project. Both questions were measured on a 7-
point Likert scale ranging from strongly disagree 
to strongly agree. The first question was 
intended to measure susceptibility to escalation 
of commitment 
and the second question was intended to 
measure resistance to escalation of 
commitment. 

83, 74 

A20 Liang, B., Kale, 
S. H., & 
Cherian, J.  

2014 Industrial 
marketing 
management 

4.695 & 
5.868  

12 Laboratory 
experiment: 
quantitative 
 

Individual New product 
development, 
Chinese students 
in a weekend 
MBA program at a 
southwestern 
university in China 
and Americans 
enrolled in a 
weekend-
accelerated MBA 
program at a 
south-Eastern 
American 
university. 

Escalation of commitment, defined as persisting in 
a failing course of action in the product 
development process (Staw, 1997, Staw and Ross, 
1987). 

 The first was participants' go/no-go decision, a 
dummy variable (1 = go; 0 = no go). 

102 
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A21 Markovitch, D. 
G., Huang, D., 
Peters, L., 
Phani, B. V., 
Philip, D., & 
Tracy, W.  

2014 International 
journal of 
entrepreneurial 
behavior & 
research. 

3.529 & 
-  

3 Simulation 
experiment: 
quantitative 
 

Group Entrepreneurship, 
Graduate 
business students 
in the US and 
India. 

Escalation of commitment bias, which is commonly 
defined as persistence with a failing course of 
action ( e.g., Baron, 1998, 2004; Ireland et al., 
2003). escalation of commitment dilemma: 
whether to persevere with a failing project 
and how much funding to allocate in support. 
Escalation of commitment merely requires 
continuity of investment 
of resources ( e.g., time, energy, or money) in a 
losing cause, so that there is a cumulative 
increase over time. Increased investment 
magnitude is not a defining characteristic of 
escalatory behaviour but it exacerbates the 
phenomenon. 

Our two dependent variables, the choice to 
escalate or not, and escalation magnitude, are 
group-level decisions. Consistent with the 
literature, we operationalized escalation as 
investment in Option 2 after the newswire with 
bad news. Amounts invested in Option 2 in 
Period 3 reflected escalation magnitude 

143 groups, 
429 
participants 

A22 McCarthy, A. 
M., 
Schoorman, F. 
D., & Cooper, 
A. C. 

1993 Journal of 
business 
venturing 

7.59 & 
10.873  

113 Experiment: 
quantitative  

Organizational Entrepreneurship, 
Members of the 
National 
Federation of 
Independent 
Businesses with 
30 or less 
employees and 
less than 1.5 years 
old. 

The literature on escalation of commitment 
suggests that, under certain conditions, decision- 
makers who make an initial decision become overly 
committed to the original choice and then 
subsequently make decisions biased by 
psychological commitment.  

Reinvestment of new capital (NEWCAP2) was 
operationalized as the percentage in- crease or 
decrease in total assets from year one to year 
two. NEWCAP is the percentage increase or 
decrease from year two to year three. Thus, we 
are measuring additional in- vestment in terms 
of changes in the firm’s asset base. 

826 

A23 McMullen, J. S., 
& Kier, A. S 

2016 Journal of 
business 
venturing 

7.59 & 
10.873  

10 Meta-theoretical 
process model: 
qualitative 

Individual Entrepreneurship, 
n / a 

Escalation of commitment refers to “the proclivity 
for decision makers to maintain commitment to a 
losing course of action, even in the face of quite 
negative news”(Sleesman et al., 2012: 541). It 
manifests as a behavioural pattern of “throwing 
good money (or re-sources more generally) after 
bad”(Sleesman et al., 2012: 541). Although 
escalation can result in both positive and negative 
con-sequences (Kuratko et al., 1997; Luthans et al., 
2007; Seligman and Csikzentmihalyi, 2000), we 
focus on the conditions under which the 
opportunity seeking of the entrepreneurial 
mindset paradoxically results in escalation of a goal 
rendered suboptimal by environmental change. 
That is, goal pursuit continues, despite negative 
feedback about the focal goal's feasibility or 
desirability or positive feedback about the 
feasibility or desirability of alternative goals 
indicating that goal replacement may be wise. 

Getting “summit fever” (escalation of 
commitment). 

n / a 
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A24 McNamara, G., 
Moon, H., & 
Bromiley, P.  

2002 Academy of 
management 
journal 

7.571 & 
11.853  

87 Analysis of 
previously 
constructed 
dataset: 
quantitative 

Individual The banking 
industry, 
A previously 
constructed data 
set on commercial 
loan decisions 
made by lending 
officers within a 
large midwestern 
bank. 

Escalation/de-escalation of commitment refers to 
changes in level of commitment when the situation 
(a borrower's creditworthiness) has deteriorated. 

When a decision maker has invested in a course 
of action (or project) and the project starts to go 
poorly, the decision maker can respond in 
various ways. In some cases, additional 
expenditures may be rationally justified. If, after 
sunk costs have been ignored, it appears 
additional investment has positive expected 
value (the expected return from continued 
investment exceeds the expected return from 
ceasing investment), then increased 
expenditures can be viewed as rational 
(Northcraft & Neale, 1986; Northcraft & Wolf, 
1984). However, and of more behavioural 
interest, decision makers often respond in ways 
that appear inappropriate. 

n / a 
 

A25 Molden, D. C., 
& Hui, C. M.  

2011 Psychological 
science 

5.389 & 
7.15  

33 2 experiments: 
quantitative 

Individual Unspecified , 
Well educated 
and native English 
speakers.  

People frequently allocate additional time and 
money to endeavours that are clearly failing. Once 
invested, they escalate their commitment to their 
current course of action despite not achieving the 
desired outcome (Staw, 1976). This escalation  
often leads to adverse financial (McNamara, 
Moon, & Bromiley, (2002), political (Ross & Staw, 
1993), and interpersonal (Schoorman, 1988) 
consequences. Prominent explanations for 
escalation of commitment (see Brockner, 1992) 
involve people’s willingness to accept risks to avoid 
sure losses (Arkes & Blumer, 1985), their inability 
to recognize viable alternatives (Harvey & 
Victoravich, 2009; Northcraft & Neale, 1986), and 
their motivations to justify prior actions 
(Sivanathan Molden, Galinsky, & Ku, 2008; Staw, 
1976). That is, people are too  reluctant to accept 
previous investments as lost (i.e., too concerned 
with sunk costs that are unrecoverable), too 
focused on the costs of abandoning the current 
approach as compared with the costs of missing 
other possible opportunities, and too unwilling to 
acknowledge that the original investments were a 
mistake. They thus invest additional resources in 
the hope that an eventual payoff will erase their 
losses and vindicate their actions. 

Playing the role of the president of an aviation 
company who had committed $10 million to 
developing a “radar blank” plane, participants 
learned that with the project almost complete 
and $9 million already spent, a rival company 
had announced their own radar-blank plane 
that was superior in performance and lower in 
cost. Participants then chose whether to invest 
the remaining $1 million to complete the 
project; 

124, 114 

A26 Moon, H.  2001 Journal of 
applied 
psychology 

5.851 & 
8.068  

109 Experiment: 
quantitative 

Individual  Unspecified , 
Undergraduate 
students in a 
management 
course at a 
midwestern 
university.  

Such "escalation situations" are defined by three 
elements. First, they are situations in which large 
amounts of resources have already been invested. 
Second, in spite of past expenditures, the 
performance of the project has not met 
expectations or is in danger of failing. Finally, this 
places the decision maker in the dilemma of (a) 
deciding to continue with the project and incur 
additional expenses (usually with the hope that the 
project will right itself) or (b) terminating the 
project. 

After reading the scenario, participants 
indicated the percentage probability from 0 to 
100% (0 = absolutely no, 50 = don't know, 100 = 
absolutely yes) that they would authorize the 
expenditure of the next $1 million to continue 
the project. R 

340 
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A27 Moon, H.  2001 Journal of 
applied 
psychology 

5.851 & 
8.068  

148 Experiment: 
quantitative 

Individual Human resource 
management, 
Undergraduate 
students enrolled 
in a senior-level 
management 
course at a large 
midwestern 
university. 

Such "escalation situations" are defined by three 
elements. First, they are situations in which large 
amounts of resources have already been invested. 
Second, in spite of past expenditures, the 
performance of the project has not met 
expectations or is in danger of failing. Finally, this 
places the decision maker in the dilemma of (a) 
deciding to continue with the project and incur 
additional expenses (usually with the hope that the 
project will right itself) or (b) terminating the 
project. 

Students were asked to carefully read, evaluate, 
and answer questions related to a short 
scenario as if the scenario were actually true. 
The instrument was an adaptation of the "blank 
radar plane" scenario that first appeared in 
Arkes and Blumer (1985) and has subsequently 
been used in a number of published sunk-cost 
studies (see Moon 2001, for an example of the 
revised instrument used in this study). On the 
basis of the scenario, the students were asked 
to determine (on a scale of 0 to 100) the extent 
to which they would continue investing in the 
project. 

360 

A28 Schaumberg, 
R. L., & 
Wiltermuth, S. 
S. 

2014 Organizational 
behavior and 
human decision 
processes 

2.304 & 
3.965  

23 3 experiments: 
quantitative 

Individual Unspecified , 
Native English 
speakers from a 
large university 
on the West Coast 
of the United 
States, 
undergraduate 
and graduate 
students from 
two major West 
Coast universities. 

The tendency for individuals and organizations to 
continue to invest in failing courses of action (i.e., 
to escalate commitment) has been documented 
across a variety of domains. Organizational 
scholars have demonstrated that a desire to feel 
competent and intelligent often underlies this 
tendency to escalate commitment (see Brockner, 
1992 for a review). When decision makers escalate 
commitment instead of pulling back, they may 
avoid admitting that their prior decisions were 
incorrect, they may avoid losing face, and they may 
maintain consistency in their behaviour. 

Participants completed a task that uses a 
behavioural paradigm to measure escalation of 
commitment (see Ku, 2008a, 2008b; Rubin & 
Brockner, 1975). The experimenter told 
participants that they would try to solve 10 
anagrams in order to earn money and that their 
goal was to earn as much money as possible 

112, 75, 83 

A29 Schmidt, J. B., 
& Calantone, R. 
J.  

2002 Journal of the 
academy of 
marketing 
science 

7.959 & 
12.5  

128 Experiment: 
quantitative 

Individual New product 
development, 
Managers drawn 
from executive 
programs. 

We define escalation of 
commitment as the continuation in a failing course 
of 
action. we propose that dubious projects that 
should have been abandoned during development 
sometimes proceed through commercialization 
only to fail in the market at substantially higher 
costs than if they had been terminated earlier. 

We used three constructs to potentially 
advance our understanding of the escalation of 
commitment phenomenon and NPD decision 
making. The first construct is the perceived 
likelihood of new product failure (FAILURE). 
Most researchers typically have not 
distinguished between behaviour and cognition 
and have measured commitment from a 
behavioural perspective only. Following Binder 
(1985), we measured it from both behavioural 
and psychological perspectives. The second 
construct is the level of self-reported 
commitment to a failing NPD project (SRCOMT). 
The third construct, the likelihood of funding 
the next stage of the process (FUND), measures 
behavioural commitment and is similar to that 
used by other researchers. 

285 

A30 Schultze, T., 
Pfeiffer, F., & 
Schulz-Hardt, 
S. 

2012 Journal of 
applied 
psychology 

5.851 & 
8.068  

22 4 experiments: 
quantitative 

Individual Unspecified , 
Undergraduate 
and graduate 
students. 

Escalation of commitment denotes decision 
makers’ increased reinvestment of resources in a 
losing course of action. In this article, we focus on 
escalation of commitment as first reported by Staw 
(1976), which has been defined as a tendency to 
persist in a supposedly losing course of action by 
reinvesting time, money, or other resources. 

Amount of reinvestment 269, 204, 
164, 204 
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A31 Sivanathan, N., 
Molden, D. C., 
Galinsky, A. D., 
& Ku, G.  

2008 Organizational 
behavior and 
human decision 
processes 

2.304 & 
3.965  

83 3 laboratory 
experiment: 
quantitative 

Individual Organizational 
context, 
Undergraduate 
students from a 
large Midwestern 
university. 

An individuals’ tendency to allocate additional 
resources to a failing course of action. Referred to 
as escalation of commitment (Staw, 1976). 

Escalation of commitment was measured by the 
amount of money that participants chose to 
reinvest in their initial, failing course of action.  

80, 56, 84 

A32 Sleesman, D. J., 
Conlon, D. E., 
McNamara, G., 
& Miles, J. E. 

2012 Academy of 
management 
journal 

7.571 & 
11.853  

145 Meta study: 
quantitative 

Individual, 
Group and 
organizational  

Organizational 
context, 
n / a 

One of the most robust and costly decision errors 
addressed in the organizational sciences has been 
the proclivity for decision makers to maintain 
commitment to losing courses of action, even in 
the face of quite negative news 

n / a n / a 
 

A33 Sleesman, D. J., 
Lennard, A. C., 
McNamara, G., 
& Conlon, D. E. 

2018 Academy of 
management 
annals 

11.865 
& 
17.833  

16 Literature review: 
qualitative 

Group and 
organizational 

Group and 
organizational 
context and 
factors external to 
the organization, 
n / a  

Escalation of commitment describes the tendency 
to “carry on” with such questionable endeavours, 
regardless of whether doing so is likely to result in 
success 

Specifically, after investing significant resources 
(such as time, money, or effort) in pursuit of a 
goal and receiving negative feedback about the 
investment, decision makers typically maintain 
or increase commitment to their goal, despite 
considerable uncertainty about whether this 
will result in success (Brockner, 1992; Staw, 
1976; Staw & Ross, 1987). 

n / a 
 

A34 Staw, B. M., & 
Fox, F. V. 

1977 Human relations 3.632 & 
4.659 

171 Experiment: 
quantitative 

Individual Unspecified , 
Undergraduate 
students enrolled 
in the college of 
commerce and 
business 
administration at 
the university of 
Illinois, Urbana 
Champaign. 

The mechanism underlying this biasing of 
behavioural outcomes is often characterized as a 
self-justification process in which individuals seek 
to rationalize their previous behaviour or 
psychologically defend themselves against a 
perceived error in judgement. 

Making the decision to invest more money in an 
R&D project. 

96 

A35 Tsai, M. H., & 
Young, M. J. 

2010 Cognition and 
emotion 

2.473 & 
2.843  

31 2 experiments: 
quantitative 

Individual Organizational 
context, 
People interested 
in completing 
behavioural 
studies. 

A common decision in organisational life is 
whether to continue along a path that initially 
produces failing results. There is ample evidence 
that when faced with such a decision, individuals 
often prefer to continue investing in the failing 
project instead of investing in an alternative 
venture (Brockner, 1992; Conlon & Parks, 1987). 
They do this in an effort to ‘‘turn things around’’, 
but in spending more money and resources on the 
failing venture, they escalate their commitment to 
their initial choice (Staw, 1997). 

Candidate performance. Participants 
completed three items that measured the 
performance of the candidate they chose 
(Wong et al., 2006): ‘‘How would you describe 
your subordinate’s performance in sales?’’; 
‘‘How would you describe your subordinate’s 
overall performance?’’; and ‘‘How would you 
describe your subordinate’s overall 
contribution to your team?’’ Participants 
responded on 7-point unipolar scales. Higher 
numbers were associated with stronger 
performance.  

47, 51 
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ID Authors Publication 
Year 

Journal Impact 
factor  

Times 
cited 

Research 
Methods  

Level of 
analysis  

Research context, 
Type of 
participants 

EoC definition  EoC operationalization  # of 
participants 

A36 Wong, K. F. E., 
& Kwong, J. Y. 

2007 Journal of 
applied 
psychology  

5.851 & 
8.068  

82 4 experiments: 
quantitative 

Individual Unspecified ,  
Undergraduate 
students, 
bilingual 
(Chinese-English) 
professional 
teachers working 
in primary schools 
and secondary 
schools.  

Decision makers often face the dilemma of 
whether to continue a failing course of action. 
There is ample evidence that under those 
situations (i.e., escalation situations) individuals 
often “throw good money after bad” (Garland, 
1990), such that they tend to become locked into 
losing courses of action (see Brockner, 1992; Staw, 
1997, for reviews). Since the seminal works by 
Staw (1976), there has been ample research 
studying this so-called escalation of commitment 
phenomenon from a perspective that assumes 
people primarily look retrospectively. 

After reading the scenario, participants were 
asked to indicate their willingness to continue 
the bet by giving a probability rating ranging 
between 0 (absolutely no) and 100 (absolutely 
yes). This willingness rating served as the index 
of escalation tendency (Conlon & Garland, 
1993; Garland, 1990; Moon, 2001a, 2001b). 

123, 120, 
206, 120 

A37 Wong, K. F. E., 
Yik, M., & 
Kwong, J. Y.  

2006 Journal of 
applied 
psychology  

5.851 & 
8.068  

104 2 questionnaires 
and 1 experiment: 
quantitative 

Individual Organizational 
context,  
Undergraduate 
students enrolled 
in Organizational 
Behavior classes  

Decision makers in organizations often face the 
dilemma of whether to withdraw from a failing 
course of action (e.g., when a prior decision 
receives negative feedback) or to invest more 
resources to turn the current losses around. This 
situation has been coined an “escalation situation” 
and is characterized as “predicaments where costs 
are suffered in a course of action, where there is an 
opportunity to withdraw or persist, and where the 
consequences of persistence and withdrawal are 
uncertain” (Staw & Ross, 1987, p. 40). The defining 
features of a typical escalation situation are as 
follows (Brockner, 1992; Staw & Ross, 1987). First, 
a large amount of resources, such as money, time, 
or effort, has already been invested in a certain 
course of action (i.e., sunk costs). Second, this 
course of action receives negative feedback. 
Finally, this situation allows the decision maker 
either to continue the investment in an attempt to 
recover the sunk costs or to withdraw entirely from 
the 
course of action. 

They were asked to complete the 
questionnaires by carefully reading a short 
scenario as if it were real. After indicating their 
willingness to continue the project. 

247, 175, 40 

A38 Woods, J. A., 
Dalziel, T., & 
Barton, S. L 

2012 Journal of family 
business 
strategy 

3.927 & 
5.857  

17 Conceptual theory 
development: 
qualitative 

Group Family owned 
businesses,  
n / a 

Escalation of commitment (i.e., sustained 
commitment to a failing course of action) (Staw, 
1976) 

n / a n / a 
 

A39 Yang, J., Liu, Y., 
Zhang, Y., 
Chen, H., & 
Niu, F. 

2015 Technology 
analysis & 
strategic 
management 

1.867 & 
2.105  

9 Experiment: 
quantitative  

Individual  Entrepreneurship,  
Data from the first 
and second waves 
of the Chinese 
Panel Study of 
Entrepreneurial 
Dynamics 
(CPSED).  

From the perspective of psychology, persisting 
despite negative feedback is a cognitive bias 
termed escalation of commitment (Brockner 1992; 
Staw 1997; Sleesman et al. 2012). 

Escalation of commitment was measured by the 
first question of the second round of survey – 
‘Are you still persisting with the entrepreneurial 
project you mentioned last year?’ The options 
were: (1) no change at all; (2) only a little 
change; (3) changed to another project and (4) 
left the market. Options 1and 2 were 
interpreted as representing persistence coded 
1. Options 3 and 4 were coded 0. Strictly 
speaking, escalation of commitment refers to 
persistence in adverse circumstances. That is 
why six months of profit were required. (Self-
reported) profit was recorded in the second 
wave of the survey. 

262 
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Appendix B: Pre-screening of participants questions 

Pre-screening of participants questions Selection criterion Participant answer 

- Have you ever been an entrepreneur? Yes  
- Have you ever founded a company? Yes  
- Have you ever terminated a company? Yes  
- How long has it been since you terminated this company? < or = 5 years  
- How many co-founders did this company have? < or = 2 co-founders  
- How many employees did this company have? < or = 10 employees  
- Were your annual sales in each of the first five years of the business less than two million euros per year? Yes   
- Were you in control of the termination or continuation of the company? Yes  
- Do you speak and understand Dutch or English comfortably? Yes  
- Would you say you could have terminated your business sooner with the information available at that time? Yes  
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Appendix C: Informed consent form 

 

Informed consent form 
This document gives you information about the study “Determinants of escalation of commitment in 

entrepreneurship”. Before the study begins, it is important that you learn about the procedure 

followed in this study and that you give your informed consent for voluntary participation. Please read 

this document carefully.  

Aim and benefit of the study 
The aim of this study is to measure what could be the causes of escalation of commitment in the 

setting of small start-ups. In the context of entrepreneurship, escalation of commitment means that 

a company founder faces the choice of either terminating the business, or continuing with the 

business and continuing to invest resources in the business. The founder has the information at the 

time of the choice that the company is unlikely to be successful, but nevertheless chooses to continue. 

The information obtained from this research is used to gain insights into the causes of escalation of 

commitment in this setting and how it could possibly be prevented. 

The research is carried out by Ranice Janssen, a student under the supervision of Dr. Ir. Katrin Eling 

and Prof. Fred Langerak of the Innovation, Technology, Entrepreneurship and Marketing (ITEM) 

research group at the TU/e. 

Procedure  
During this research you will be interviewed about your experiences as a founder of a company in 

which you have experienced escalation of commitment. You are requested to empathize as much as 

possible with the situation you were in when you owned the company in question. The researcher will 

ask you questions about your experiences and, when necessary, further inquire about causes for your 

behavior or reasoning with regard to the delay of the discontinuation of the company. You are 

requested to answer the questions as honestly and completely as possible. 

Risks 
Reliving a business termination can bring back emotions. If this happens, please let the researcher 

know so that you can take some extra time to answer the questions comfortably. 

Duration 
The study will last approximately 60 minutes. 

Participants 
You have been selected as a participant because you meet the inclusion criteria that were set for this 

study.  

Voluntariness 
Your participation is completely voluntary. You can refuse to participate without giving any reasons 

and you can stop your participation at any time during the study. You can also withdraw your 

permission to use your data up to 24 hours after the interview is finished. This will have no negative 

consequences whatsoever. 
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Compensation 
If you are interested, it is possible to be informed about the results of the study once it is completed. 

This includes the most prominent causes of “escalation of commitment” in the setting of small start-

ups and how to prevent this in the future. 

Confidentiality  
We will not be sharing personal information about you to anyone outside of the research team. An 

voice recording of this interview will be made, this recording will not be distributed and will not be 

played back in the presence of persons other than the researchers. The material will be used only for 

scientific analysis. The information that we collect from this study is used for writing scientific 

publications and will only be reported at group level. It will be completely anonymous and it cannot 

be traced back to you. 

  

Further information 
If you want more information about this study you can ask Ranice Janssen (contact email: 

r.y.l.janssen@student.tue.nl). If you have any complaints about this study, please contact one of the 

supervisors, Dr. ir. Katrin Eling or Prof. dr. Fred Langerak (k.eling@tue.nl or f.langerak@tue.nl). 

 

Certificate of Consent 
I, (NAME)……………………………………….. have read and understood this consent form and have been given 

the opportunity to ask questions. I agree to voluntarily participate in this study carried out by the 

research group Innovation, Technology, Entrepreneurship and Marketing (ITEM) of Eindhoven 

University of Technology. 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Participant’s Signature Date 
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Appendix D: Interview guide 

Step 1: Interview introduction: 

This research is conducted to gain insights in the phenomenon of escalation of commitment in small 

start-ups. In an entrepreneurship context this means that a founder of a company faces the decision 

to either, terminate the business, or to continue to invest resources in the business. The founder has 

the knowledge that the business is unlikely to be successful, but nevertheless chooses to continue this 

course of action. 

I am conducting this research for my master thesis, as a partial fulfillment of my master degree: 

Innovation Management at Eindhoven University of Technology. I am especially interested in the 

causes for engaging in escalation behavior as an entrepreneur and how it could possibly be prevented.  

The questions I would like to ask you, regard your experiences with your previous business. Anything 

you share in this interview will remain anonymous and will not be shared with anyone outside the 

research. Your answers will be voice recorded for data analysis. You have already signed the informed 

consent form. Do you still want to proceed with your participation in this research? 

Do you have any further questions before we begin?  

Step 2: General open questions  

Ask the following questions: 

 General Questions 

- Can you tell me something about the business you had in 5 sentences?  
o Note: 

▪ Type of industry 
▪ Product or service 
▪ Innovativeness (incremental/radical) 

- Can you explain why you terminated your business in 5 sentences? 
- Do you feel that you terminated your business too late, from today’s view and if so, what caused you in 

doing this too late? 
- Did you ever feel like terminating the business earlier on and if so why did you not do it then? 
- How long did it take from the moment you knew your business was unlikely to be successful until you 

actually terminated your business? 
- Why did you take longer than expected to terminate your business? 
- Why did you not terminate your business when you first saw the signs that your business was unlikely to be 

successful? 
- Did you feel like something was holding you back to terminate the business and if so what was it? 
- Can you think of any other reasons for taking longer than you would have wanted to, to terminate your 

business? 
- What information was available to you that led you to terminating your business? 
- What pushed you over the edge to terminate your company? 
- What would have helped you in making better decisions regarding terminating your business? 
- What would have helped you in terms of the evaluation of your company to make better decisions? 

 

Probes (Liamputtong & Ezzy, 2005): 

• Why? 

• Can you tell me a little more about this? 

• Go on please. 

• What happened after this? 

• I’m not sure what you meant by this, could you clarify? 

• Are you suggesting that there was a reason for that? 
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• How certain are you that things happened in that order? 

• How likely is it that you might change your opinion on that? 

• “Staying silent”. 

• What was that like for you? 

• How did you feel about that? 

 

Step 3: Checklist for mentioned determinants: 

- Use the following list to check which determinants of escalation of commitment have been 

mentioned during step 2. 

- For the determinants of escalation of commitment that have not been mentioned during step 2, 

ask whether they played a role in the cause of escalation of commitment. 

Determinant topic Determinant Extent of the 
effect (Not at 
all, Slightly, 
Somewhat, 
Moderately or 
Extremely) 

Effect 
direction 
(+ or -) 

Notes 

Human characteristics 

Psychological characteristics 

A. Confidence and self-

efficacy 

Self-efficacy/confidence    

 Task- specific self-efficacy     

 Expressed overconfidence     

 Self-esteem    

 Overconfidence    

  Collective efficacy of organizational members    

B. Information Framing  Framing escalation as action and de-escalation as 

inaction (relative to the reverse framing) 

   

 Positive information framing (relative to negative 

information framing) 

   

C. Motivation Prevention-focused motivations (Relative to Promotion-

focused motivations) 

   

 Intrinsic motivation (relative to extrinsic motivation)    

 Eager goal striving (relative to cautious goal striving)     

 Prosocial aims of course of action (relative to egoistical)    

 Intrinsic motivation (relative to extrinsic motivation)    

D. Personal 

responsibility (Human 

perspective) 

Personal responsibility to negative consequences    

 Responsibility for the initial decision    

 Emotional ownership    

 Personal responsibility    

 Perspective-taking to the initial decision maker    

 Psychological connections between the initial decision 

maker and the new decision maker 

   

 Responsibility for the initial decision    

 Prior outcomes are viewed revealing of their self-

identity (relative to not revealing) 

   

 Expressed preference for initial decision    

 Personal responsibility for the initial decision    

E. Proximity to the 

project 

Distant project (relative to closer projects)     

 Identify with and become heavily involved in decisions     

 Domestic VC firms (relative to cross-border VC firms)    

F. Regret Anticipated regret (for continuing a failed project)    

 The net anticipated regret (for withdrawing from a 

project) 
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 Escalation-specific regret (either experienced from an 

earlier escalation or primed through imagining an 

escalation scenario) 

   

G. Risk Risk propensity     

 Decision risk    

 Risk perception    

H. Social factors Group emotion is hope (relative to fear)    

 Group identity or cohesiveness strength    

 Projects becoming tied to the community in which an 

organization resides  

   

I. Experience Experience or expertise    

J. Other psychological 

factors 

The decision maker is given the opportunity to affirm an 

important personal value (relative to not being given 

this opportunity) 

   

 Individuals who affirm a low task-relevant trait (relative 

a high task-relevant trait) 

   

 Emotion condition (angry relative to fearful)    

 Ego depletion     

 Ego threat    

 Negative Affect    

 Duty facet of conscientiousness    

 Achievement striving facet of conscientiousness    

 A rational thinking style (relative to an intuitive thinking 

style) 

   

 Authority pressures    

 Setting a mental budget (relative to setting no mental 

budget) 

   

 Mental budgeting    

Human characteristics 

Cultural characteristics 

K. Culture A strong ethical setting (relative to a weak one)     

 Extent of political tension     

 Cultures with reluctance to appear weak by admitting 

mistakes  

   

 Low uncertainty avoidance cultures    

 Decisions that are in line with the organizational culture     

 Eastern cultures (relative to Western cultures)    

Organizational characteristics 

Project characteristics 

L. Decision Information Deterioration of a situation    

 Positive performance trend information    

 Decision uncertainty    

 Negative early information     

 Clear and extremely negative feedback     

 Strong prior organizational performance     

 Media reinforces one’s decisions    

  Previous organizational success    

M. Finance Ease of investment tracking    

 Opportunity cost information    

 Efficacy of resources    

N. Project completion Level of Project completion    

 Proximity to project completion    

O. Sunk cost Sunk cost    

 Time investment    

  Personal investment    

Organizational characteristics 

Organizational governance 

P. Personal 

responsibility 

(Organizational 

perspective) 

Managers who initiate a project (relative to managers 

who assume leadership after a project is started)  

   

 Entrepreneurs who started their firms (relative to 

entrepreneurs who purchased their firm) 
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 The use of outside board members in private family 

business (relative to no use of outside board members in 

private family business) 

   

 Change in decision maker (relative to same decision 

maker) 

   

 Proportion of board that is a qualified outside director     

 Levels of stock ownership by outside directors    

 Bifurcating who authorizes initial investments from who 

undertakes decision 

   

Q. Project 

Management 

Leadership change    

 Level of monitoring decision maker    

 Setting clear decision goals     

 A delay in the entrepreneur's action crisis    

 An investment is treated overtly as one of a portfolio of 

decisions or operations  

   

 Decisions are embedded as part of an organization's 

overall set of investments and routines  

   

 Information acquisition    

Organizational characteristics 

Type of organization 

R. Entrepreneurship Entrepreneurs (relative to other individuals)    

 Technology entrepreneurs (relative to non-technology 

entrepreneurs) 

   

 Entrepreneurial intentions    

 Entrepreneurs (relative to established firms)     

  Personal options    

S. Product or service 

factors 

Innovativeness of a product    

 Firms with incremental innovations (relative to novel 

innovations)  

   

External characteristics 

Marketplace characteristics 

T. Market factors IT projects (relative to other industries)     

 Stable industries (relative to turbulent ones)    

 Market complexity     

 Market dynamism     

 Market munificence     

 Larger competitors' high action volume    

 Smaller competitors' positive performance    

 Environmental munificence    

 

Step 4: Final questions 

- What were the top 3 caused for your escalation of commitment? 

- How do you think your escalation could have been prevented in hindsight? 

Step 5: Closing 

Thank you so much for your participation in this study. If you have any further questions about this 

study afterwards, you can contact Ranice Janssen (contact email: ranice.janssen@gmail.com). If you 

have any complaints about this study, please contact one of the supervisors, Dr. Ir. Katrin Eling or Prof. 

dr. Fred Langerak (k.eling@tue.nl or f.langerak@tue.nl). 

 

If you would like to be informed about the results of the study once it is completed, please fill in your 

e-mail address on the list. 

  

mailto:k.eling@tue.nl
mailto:f.langerak@tue.nl
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Appendix E: Sample demographics 

Participant 
ID 

Gender Nationality Start-up 
country 

Age 
group 

Entrepreneurship 
experience at 
time of EoC 

Dispositional 
decision 
making style 

Alone or 
team 

Service or 
Product 

Industry Escalation 
time 

1 Female Dutch Netherlands 50+ Limited Intuitive Team Service E-commerce 1 year 

2 Male Dutch Netherlands 20-30 Limited Intuitive Alone Product E-commerce ½ year 

3 Male Dutch Netherlands 20-30 Limited Rational Team Service Entertainment and 
food and beverage 

½ year 

4 Male Dutch Netherlands 20-30 Medium Rational Team Service E-commerce and 
education 

¼ year 

5 Male Dutch Netherlands 20-30 Limited Intuitive Team Product Health 1 year 

6 Male Dutch Netherlands 20-30 Limited Rational Team Product Health 1 year 

7 Male Dutch Netherlands 50+ High Intuitive Team Service Food and beverage ½ year 

8 Male Dutch Netherlands 50+ High Rational Team Service E-commerce ⅙ year 

9 Male Dutch Netherlands 20-30 Medium Intuitive Alone Service Food and beverage ½ year 

10 Female Dutch Netherlands 50+ Medium Intuitive Alone Service Publishing 2 years 

11 Male Dutch Netherlands 20-30 Medium Intuitive Team Product Technology ½ year 

12 Male Dutch Australia 50+ High Rational Team Service Technology ¼ year 

13 Male Dutch Netherlands 20-30 Limited Intuitive Alone Service Entertainment & 
media 

1 year 

14 Male Dutch Netherlands 50+ High Rational Team Service Capital investment ½ year 

15 Male Dutch Netherlands 20-30 Limited Intuitive Alone Service Health 1 ½ years 

16 Male Belgian Netherlands 30-40 Limited Rational Team Product Health ½ year 

17 Male Dutch Netherlands 20-30 Limited Intuitive Team Service Entertainment 1 ½ years 

18 Female Dutch Netherlands 50+ High Intuitive Alone Service Business and 
professional 
services 

1 year 

19 Male Dutch Netherlands 20-30 Low Intuitive Team Service Transport 2 years 

20 Male Dutch Netherlands 50+ High Rational Team Service Business and 
professional 
services 

½ year 
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Appendix F: Initial coding for thematic analysis 

 Participant 

Initial codes Notes Effect 
Direction 

Count 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 

Experience 
 

- 
                     

Lack of experience in entrepreneurship: not able 
to see what goes wrong 

Experience in entrepreneurship + 18 X X X X X X X 
 

X X X X X X X X X 
 

X X 

Solution: advisory board, outside people with 
experience 

Experienced advisory board (yes/no) - 12 X X X 
 

X 
   

X 
  

X X X 
 

X X X X 
 

Making advisory board official and non liable MEDIATOR advisory board - 6 
  

X 
   

X 
    

X X 
  

X X 
   

Lack of experience in field of business 
 

+ 2 
        

X 
       

X 
   

More experience means: being better at 
estimating risk 

 
- 2 

           
X 

   
X 

    

Sunk cost 
 

+ 
                     

Time Investment 
 

+ 17 X X X X X 
 

X X X X X 
 

X X X X X X X 
 

Monetary investment Note: Feeling: Only need to invest a 
little more to reach the tipping point 

+ 15 X 
 

X X X 
 

X X X 
 

X X 
 

X X X X X 
 

X 

Emotional investment 
 

+ 6 
  

X 
 

X 
 

X X 
    

X 
     

X 
 

Energy investment 
 

+ 6 
 

X 
  

X 
       

X X 
  

X X 
  

Investing your own money relative to investor's 
money 

MODERATOR - or `+ 4 
             

X 
  

X X X 
 

Passing your budgets and feel like you should make up by 
earning money 

+ 1 
                 

X 
  

Financial management 
                       

Clear overview on finances Having a good financial manager or 
doing it yourself 

- 7 
  

X 
 

X X 
    

X 
   

X 
  

X 
 

X 

Setting official budgets 
 

- 2 
               

X 
 

X 
  

Intrinsic motivation 
 

+ 
                     

Intrinsic motivation The work is a lot of fun, 
entrepreneurship is a lot of fun 

+ 15 X X X X X 
 

X X X 
 

X X X 
 

X X 
  

X X 

Age of business Moderator time: First intrinsic 
motivation, later keeping operational 

- 7 X 
 

X X 
 

X 
        

X X 
  

X 
 

Age of business Moderator time: First intrinsic 
motivation, later extrinsic becomes 
more important 

- 4 
     

X X 
        

X X 
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Initial codes Notes Effect 
Direction 

Count 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 

Identification with the business 
 

+ 
                     

Felt like something alive (baby) 
 

+ 11 X X X X 
 

X 
 

X 
  

X X 
   

X X X 
  

Seeing the business as part of identity 
 

+ 9 
  

X X 
    

X 
  

X 
  

X X X X X 
 

Being your own ideal customer Solving your own problems with the 
business 

+ 4 
 

X 
      

X 
  

X 
    

X 
   

It is home made 
 

+ 4 
 

X 
      

X 
      

X X 
   

Confidence 
 

+ 
                     

Self-confidence 
 

+ 12 X X X 
   

X 
   

X X X X X X X 
 

X 
 

See the potential of the idea Also: belief that the idea could be 
successful 

+ 8 X 
 

X 
 

X 
 

X 
    

X 
 

X 
  

X 
 

X 
 

Confidence in the company 
 

+ 4 
  

X 
          

X 
 

X X 
   

Confidence in the team 
 

+ 4 
  

X 
    

X 
  

X 
    

X 
    

No confidence to make the decision to stop 
 

+ 3 
         

X 
    

X 
  

X 
  

Believing there is a market 
 

+ 2 X 
               

X 
   

Believing the idea is unique 
 

+ 1 
     

X 
              

Personal responsibility for initial action 
 

+ 
                     

Personal responsibility for initial action Self justification + 10 X X X 
   

X X X 
 

X 
   

X X 
 

X 
  

Personal responsibility to stakeholders 
                       

Responsibility to clients Contracts or moral responsibility + 13 X 
  

X X X 
  

X 
 

X X X 
 

X X X X 
 

X 

Strength of relation with stakeholders MODERATOR + 12 X 
  

X X X 
  

X 
 

X X X 
 

X X X X 
  

Responsibility to investors Gained subsidy and wanted to proof it 
works and Had taken out a loan 

+ 11 
  

X X X X X X X X 
     

X X 
 

X 
 

Responsibility to business partners 
 

+ 6 
   

X 
    

X X 
    

X 
 

X X 
  

Personal responsibility to employees Pay salaries and not firing anyone + 4 
      

X 
  

X X X 
        

Owing money to creditors 
 

+ 2 
             

X 
   

X 
  

Investors are family and friends relative to 
professional investors 

Moderator to responsibility to 
investors 

+ 1 
      

X 
             

Commitment has been declared Self justification + 1 
   

X 
                

Anticipated regret 
 

+ 
                     

Anticipated regret Could also be for not stopping + 9 
  

X X 
 

X X 
    

X X 
 

X 
 

X 
  

X 

Fear of missing out when one would stop 
 

+ 1 
            

X 
       

 



102 
 

Initial codes Notes Effect 
Direction 

Count 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 

Information framing 
                       

Seeing de-escalation as inaction and escalation as action (rather have 
tried anything you can than being 
sorry) 

+ 7 X 
 

X 
        

X X 
 

X 
 

X X 
  

Risk 
 

+ 
                     

See self as a risk taker (relative to risk averse) 
 

+ 11 
  

X 
 

X X X 
 

X 
 

X 
 

X 
 

X 
 

X 
 

X X 

Seeing being a risktaker as a good trait for an 
entrepreneur 

Moderator to seeing self as a risk 
taker 

+ 4 
        

X 
  

X 
    

X X 
  

Doing risk management and risk mitigation 
strategy 

 
- 2 

           
X 

   
X 

    

Writing best and worst case scenario's and how 
likely they are 

 
- 1 

            
X 

       

Risk perception 
 

- 1 
                   

X 

Goal setting and evaluation 
 

- 
                     

Setting long term relative to short term goals No goals: We will see where it goes, 
Setting goals is bound to industry. 
Food and beverage is very dynamic, 
harder to set goals (X MEDIATOR) 

+ 14 X X X X X X X 
 

X X 
  

X 
 

X X X 
 

X 
 

Determining KPI's and evaluating those Identify parameters that indicate 
success and check these regularly 
(number of users or sales) 

- 11 X X 
 

X X X 
 

X 
  

X X 
 

X 
  

X X 
  

Structural interval evaluations 
 

- 9 
  

X 
     

X X X X 
 

X X 
 

X X 
  

Having a co-founder relative to alone being able to discuss - 7 
  

X 
 

X 
  

X X 
 

X 
    

X X 
   

Actively monitoring growth 
 

- 7 X 
      

X X 
  

X 
 

X 
 

X X 
   

Gather critical and experienced people around 
you to discuss 

Critical discussions with outsiders - 7 
           

X X X X X X 
  

X 

Setting SMART goals 
 

- 6 
 

X X 
     

X 
     

X X X 
   

Setting realistic goals 
 

- 6 
 

X X 
     

X 
     

X X X 
   

Formally discussing a business exit with team 
members 

 
- 5 X 

 
X 

 
X 

     
X 

    
X 

    

Update goals if not reached 
 

- 1 
          

X 
         

Extrinsic motivation 
 

+ 
                     

Extrinsic motivation (moderator: profit) Want to become rich + 10 X 
   

X 
 

X 
 

X 
 

X X 
   

X X 
 

X X 

Low profits 
 

- 6 
     

X X 
    

X X X 
    

X 
 

Want to become rich 
 

+ 6 
 

X 
   

X 
  

X 
       

X X X 
 

Age of business Moderator time: First intrinsic 
motivation, later extrinsic becomes 
more important 

+ 4 
     

X X 
        

X X 
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Initial codes Notes Effect 
Direction 

Count 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 

High prospect of how profitable it could be 
 

+ 1 
      

X 
             

Entrepreneurial lifestyle 
                       

Feel like it's one's life 
 

+ 8 X 
     

X 
  

X 
 

X X X 
 

X 
 

X 
  

Love for the lifestyle 
 

+ 8 X X 
  

X 
   

X 
   

X X 
 

X 
 

X 
  

Having no other obligations 
 

+ 7 
 

X X X X 
   

X 
 

X 
    

X 
    

Alternative to continuing seems really bad Have to go bankrupt + 6 
      

X 
 

X 
   

X X 
 

X 
 

X 
  

Love for the daily work 
 

+ 5 X 
   

X 
       

X X 
 

X 
    

Appreciation of the freedom you have as an 
entrepreneur 

 
+ 5 

          
X 

 
X 

  
X 

 
X X 

 

Seeing oneself as nothing but an entrepreneur 
 

+ 4 
        

X 
 

X 
 

X 
   

X 
   

It’s ones only way to make a living 
 

+ 1 
               

X 
    

Feedback from others 
                       

Positive feedback from outsiders 
 

+ 8 
  

X 
 

X X X 
    

X 
  

X X 
 

X 
  

Other people have confidence in the idea 
 

+ 8 
  

X 
 

X X 
   

X 
 

X 
   

X X 
  

X 

Experts believe in the idea 
 

+ 4 
    

X X 
        

X X 
    

In a bubble of people that only talk positively 
about it 

 
+ 4 

  
X 

  
X 

     
X 

  
X 

     

Negative feedback (convince of opposite) + 3 
  

X 
           

X 
  

X 
  

Negative feedback (let's you think but depend of who 
says it) 

- 2 
      

X 
    

X 
        

Family is not supportive of the business 
 

- 1 
           

X 
        

Mentor is escalating lets try as much as possible + 1 
     

X 
              

Maintain positive image to other people 
                       

Loss of face to others (moderated by personal 
responsibility) 

+ 5 X 
   

X 
      

X X 
    

X 
  

Want to maintain good image to business 
relatives 

 
+ 5 

    
X 

   
X 

      
X X 

  
X 

Hard to tell other people that you stopped 
 

+ 4 X 
        

X 
      

X X 
  

Prove yourself to family and friends 
 

+ 3 
         

X 
      

X X 
  

Searching for appreciation from others 
 

+ 3 
      

X X 
        

X 
   

Good image in the media 
 

+ 2 
     

X 
         

X 
    

Urge to prove yourself 
 

+ 2 
         

X 
      

X 
   

Do stakeholder management: board, employees, 
customers, investors, etc. 

 
- 1 

           
X 

        

Want to gain respect from other people 
 

+ 1 
      

X 
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Initial codes Notes Effect 
Direction 

Count 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 

Decision making style 
                       

Rational relative to intuitive decision making 
 

- 9 
  

X 
   

X X X 
 

X X 
 

X 
  

X 
  

X 

Chose to believe only information that affirms 
business goals 

 
+ 2 

  
X 

              
X 

  

Other motivations 
                       

Social goals relative to egoistical goals 
 

+ 9 X 
 

X 
  

X X 
   

X 
   

X X X 
 

X 
 

Idealistic goals (better the world) 
 

+ 8 X 
 

X 
  

X X 
   

X 
   

X X 
 

X 
  

Entrepreneurial intentions 
 

+ 7 
        

X 
 

X 
 

X X 
 

X X X 
  

Build a community 
 

+ 2 X 
 

X 
                 

Want to create value 
 

+ 1 
 

X 
                  

Early market research 
                       

Doing market research upfront 
 

- 8 
        

X 
 

X X 
 

X X X X 
 

X 
 

First mover in market so don't want to lose 
advantage 

 
+ 5 X 

   
X 

     
X 

    
X X 

   

Not listening to the market Keep connected with market, Keep 
thinking outside in, Making business 
decision from own perspective (not 
perspective of the customer), Talk 
more with and listen more to clients 

+ 5 
           

X 
 

X X 
 

X X 
  

Complex markets harder to see early signs, influences 
ease of market research 

+ 1 
           

X 
        

Try to make better forecasts 
 

- 1 
               

X 
    

Focus on product relative to focus on market 
 

+ 1 
           

X 
        

Being in a blue ocean market 
 

+ 1 
               

X 
    

Looking for a customer that does not exist 
 

+ 1 
           

X 
        

Competitor performance 
                       

Competitor performance (we can do it too) (is dependent of 
type of market: winner takes all or 
space for many players) Hear a lot of 
success stories of competitor 

+ 8 X X 
    

X 
     

X X 
  

X X 
 

X 

Competitor performance (they are doing bad so we can get a 
bigger market share) 

- 6 
  

X X 
  

X 
   

X 
     

X X 
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Initial codes Notes Effect 
Direction 

Count 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 

Hope 
                       

Feeling that the situation might improve Bad times will pass by, Times will get 
better 

+ 8 X 
 

X 
 

X 
 

X 
  

X 
  

X X 
     

X 

Little events happen that spark hope Making one sale, or getting positive 
feedback from experts. That one time 
people say yes. 

+ 6 
  

X 
 

X X X 
     

X 
  

X 
    

"If I only get this one client, then I will make it " hope, moment never comes - 1 
           

X 
        

Product/Service characteristics 
                       

Innovativeness 
 

+ 7 X 
 

X 
       

X 
    

X X X X 
 

Service relative to product (more committed to 
service) 

You have a more intense relationship 
with clients. Don't know what this is 
dependent on. 

+ 2 
 

X 
  

X 
               

Complexness of the product MODERATOR setting KPI's + 1 
          

X 
         

Service relative to product (more committed to 
product) 

You have something you can hold and 
see. Don't know what this is 
dependent on. 

+ 1 
     

X 
              

Self-image 
                       

Want to see yourself as being perseverant 
 

+ 6 
 

X 
       

X X 
   

X 
 

X X 
  

Feel like damaging ego when stopping 
 

+ 5 
    

X 
      

X 
 

X X 
 

X 
   

See stopping as failing 
 

+ 5 
  

X 
           

X 
 

X X X 
 

Stopping feels like giving up 
 

+ 5 
 

X 
  

X 
    

X X 
       

X 
 

Don't want to give up Did not try everything, Give it another 
chance 

+ 3 X 
               

X X 
  

Loss of face to yourself 
 

+ 3 X 
   

X 
            

X 
  

Seeing self as being stubborn 
 

+ 3 
  

X 
      

X 
       

X 
  

Too proud to stop 
 

+ 3 
         

X 
  

X 
 

X 
     

Would feel disappointed in yourself when you 
give up 

 
+ 3 X 

     
X 

           
X 

 

It hurts to give up 
 

+ 2 
             

X 
   

X 
  

Stopping feels like a personal failure 
 

+ 2 
          

X 
      

X 
  

Feeling the need to score 
 

+ 1 
      

X 
             

Feels scared to give up 
 

+ 1 
                 

X 
  

Not looking for problems: confronting 
 

+ 1 
  

X 
                 

Want to be loyal to your idea 
 

+ 1 
               

X 
    

Business performance 
                       

Previous positive performance of business 
 

+ 5 
   

X X 
 

X 
        

X 
 

X 
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Initial codes Notes Effect 
Direction 

Count 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 

Deterioration of the business situation 
 

- 1 
     

X 
              

Often hear no to sales 
 

- 1 
     

X 
              

Revenues are stable: no growth 
 

- 1 
       

X 
            

Was so close to success 
 

+ 1 
            

X 
       

Fatigue 
                       

Fatigue / Burnout (ego depletion/bad decision making) + 4 
         

X 
 

X 
  

X 
  

X 
  

Team cohesiveness 
                       

Conflicting opinions in managing team 
 

- 8 X 
 

X X 
 

X 
    

X 
     

X 
 

X X 

Strength of relationship with co-founder 
 

+ 6 
   

X X 
      

X 
  

X X X 
   

Closeness with team members Like the teammates + 2 
       

X 
  

X 
         

Co-founder is an optimist 
 

+ 2 
  

X 
  

X 
              

Stamina in the team 
 

+ 2 
          

X 
    

X 
    

Multifunctional team Because different people see 
different things 

- 1 
  

X 
                 

Positive vibes in team are high 
 

+ 1 
          

X 
         

Same view as business partner Group think + 1 
              

X 
     

Project completion 
                       

Project completion 
 

+ 2 
  

X 
          

X 
      

Completion of next milestone 
 

+ 1 
        

X 
           

Expectations of entrepreneurship 
                       

"Real entrepreneurs don't give up" 
 

+ 4 
          

X 
  

X 
  

X X 
  

Entrepreneurship is difficult, can't give up that 
easily 

 
+ 1 

                
X 

   

General rule: Takes around 5 years to see results we still have time + 1 X 
                   

Want to create a start-up culture 
 

+ 1 
                   

X 

Available budget 
                       

Initial money available for investment Have "too much" money available for 
investment, There is no more money 

+ 3 
           

X 
 

X 
    

X 
 

Afraid to stop 
                       

No confidence to make the decision to stop 
 

+ 3 
         

X 
    

X 
  

X 
  

Personal responsibility for negative 
consequences 

                       

Things don't go well because of external 
circumstances 

Not taking responsibility for poor 
performance 

+ 3 
  

X 
   

X 
     

X 
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Initial codes Notes Effect 
Direction 

Count 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 

Feeling like you are doing everything to the best 
of your ability 

So it's not your fault? Personal 
responsibility for bad consequences? 

+ 1 
     

X 
              

Sharing responsibility with co-founder for 
negative consequences relative to Alone 

sharing responsibility +, discussing - + 1 
                

X 
   

Feeling of: "it's not my fault" The whole market sector is not doing 
well: 

+ 1 
           

X 
        

Awareness of escalation of commitment 
                       

Awareness of escalation of commitment 
 

- 1 
                 

X 
  

 


