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Abstract

Is there an entrepreneurial personality, and does it appear early in life? We provide a new

answer to this important question by examining traits related to Type A behavior (Aggression,

Leadership, Responsibility, and Eagerness-Energy) measured during adolescence and their

relationship to entrepreneurship propensity in adulthood. The results indicate that the early-life

Leadership dimension is significantly associated with a higher likelihood of 1) becoming an

entrepreneur and 2) being more successful as an entrepreneur, as approximated by sales.
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Highlights

Adolescent leadership is related to a higher likelihood of becoming entrepreneur.

Leadership is associated with entrepreneurial success approximated by sales.

Entrepreneurial characteristics appear early in life.
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1 Introduction

Entrepreneurs exploit technological breakthroughs (Holmes and Schmitz, 1990),

commercialize innovations (Braunerhjelm et al., 2010), drive technological change

(Schumpeter, 1934), and therefore promote economic growth. Thus, it is crucial to understand

who becomes a successful entrepreneur to develop policy measures that support individuals

who pursue entrepreneurial careers.

Entrepreneurship requires financial, social and human capital, which constitute the stock of

entrepreneurial capital (Blumberg and Pfann, 2015). Because people differ in terms of their

stock of entrepreneurial capital, the probability of becoming and achieving success as an

entrepreneur varies among individuals. As part of human capital, personality characteristics

affect individuals’ productivity and therefore their entrepreneurial ability. Personality

characteristics may further affect individuals’ entrepreneurial intentions and success through

motivation (Barrick, Mount and Li, 2013).

Empirically, personality characteristics are related to individuals’ propensity to become and

experience success as an entrepreneur (e.g., Brandstätter, 2011). Given this evidence, it is

interesting to examine whether such a personality-based propensity towards entrepreneurship

can be identified early in life, i.e., before labor market entry. Only a few studies address this

important question (Blanchflower and Oswald, 1998; Schmitt-Rodermund, 2004). We

contribute to this literature by examining whether adolescent personality characteristics

associated with so-called Type A behavior are related to the propensity to become and to

succeed as an entrepreneur. Type A behavior is an interesting construct in the context of

entrepreneurship because many of the characteristics associated with successful entrepreneurs

are very similar to the behaviors that constitute the Type A behavioral pattern. Another
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contribution is that we exploit longitudinal register data to examine entrepreneurial probability

and success over a 20-year period. This approach implicitly addresses concerns that the

relationship between personality and entrepreneurial performance may depend on, for example,

macroeconomic conditions (Hmieleski and Baron, 2008) or the phase of firm development

(Vecchio, 2003).

2. Personality characteristics and entrepreneurship

Successful entrepreneurs have been characterized as individuals who detect and exploit

opportunities; make rapid decisions under uncertainty; are hard-working, goal striving, willing

to take risks, and “jacks-of-all-trades” who perform a broad range of job tasks (Brandstätter,

2011; Rauch and Frese, 2007; Lazear, 2005). Previous research has further identified

personality characteristics that are associated with the probability of becoming and finding

success as an entrepreneur. Such characteristics include a need for achievement and autonomy,

innovativeness, a proactive personality, stress tolerance  and an internal locus of control (Rauch

and Frese, 2007; Brandstätter, 2011; Shane and Nicolaou, 2015) and, in the context of the Big

Five, higher Conscientiousness, Openness, and Extraversion and lower Neuroticism

(Brandstätter, 2011; Zhao and Seibert, 2006; Ciavarella et al., 2004).

Several characteristics associated with successful entrepreneurs are very similar to the

behaviors that constitute the Type A behavioral pattern. Individuals who exhibit this pattern

are characterized as hard-driving, competitive, achievement-oriented, impatient, and work-

involved (Lee et al., 1988). Certain dimensions of Type A behavior, such as a high need for

achievement, high energy levels, high job involvement, and the ability to handle multiple
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projects simultaneously, may produce better entrepreneurial performance. However, Type A

behavior has also been associated with hostility, anger, and emotional instability, which can

lead to interpersonal conflicts and frustration if business success is weak (Morrison, 1997).

The empirical results concerning Type A behavior and job performance are mixed. According

to Lee et al. (1988), this discrepancy may be the result of Type A individuals performing better

in jobs with high task variety. Because Type A behavior has also been linked to the need to

achieve control over tasks (Burnam et al., 1975), entrepreneurship may provide an attractive

opportunity for Type A individuals who seek high task variety with comprehensive control

over their work. Limited evidence on the link between Type A behavior and entrepreneurship

suggests that Type A behavior (or its dimensions) is positively associated with the likelihood

of being an entrepreneur (Babb and Babb, 1992; Begley and Boyd, 1987a; Corzine and Hood,

1998) and with business growth (Begley and Boyd, 1987a) but not necessarily with

entrepreneurial profits (Begley and Boyd, 1987a; 1987b).

3 Data and methodological issues

Our longitudinal linked data combine three data sources. The Cardiovascular Young Finns

Study (YFS) (Raitakari et al., 2008) provides information on four components of Type A

behavior (Aggression, Leadership, Responsibility and Eagerness-Energy), which were

measured in 1986 for the four oldest age cohorts (aged 12-24 years) using the Hunter-Wolf A-

B Rating Scale (Wolf et al., 1982).1 The standardized average scores are used for each

1 The personality characteristics were assessed using 3-7 items on a 7-point scale (1= ‘totally disagree’, 7 = ‘totally
agree’). The Cronbach’s alphas varied between 0.56 (Eagerness-Energy) and 0.68 (Aggression) (Jokela and
Keltikangas-Järvinen, 2009). Information about the Big Five personality traits, which began to gain popularity in
the later part of the 1980s, is not available in the early follow-ups of YFS. The Hunter-Wolf scale was designed
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dimension. The YFS is linked via unique personal identifiers to Statistics Finland’s (SF’s)

register information (Finnish Longitudinal Employer-Employee Data, FLEED) on individuals’

entrepreneurship spells and entrepreneurial success over the period 1990-2010. The SF’s

official definition of entrepreneur includes both those who employ only themselves and those

who have employees. The self-employed are often equated with entrepreneurs because they

fulfil the entrepreneurial function of being a risk-bearing residual claimant (Parker, 2004).

Therefore, we use the term entrepreneur to refer to both of these groups. Information on

parental background is based on the Longitudinal Population Census of Statistics Finland

(LPC) from 1980, which was linked to YFS-FLEED using unique identifiers.

The research design enables us to address two potential problems. The first is reverse causality,

which  emerges  if  entrepreneurship  affects  personality  characteristics.  Therefore,  a  major

strength of our study is its longitudinal research design, as information about personality

characteristics was obtained before the study subjects gained any significant labor market

experience. The second potential problem is measurement error, which may stem from self-

reported measures (Hamermesh, 2004) or from the use of cross-sectional data, which may be

an inaccurate proxy for long-term labor market performance (e.g., Haider and Solon, 2006).

The use of register data eliminates the potential problem related to self-reported measures.

Using long-term information, we implicitly address the possibility that the relationship between

personality and entrepreneurial performance may depend on macroeconomic conditions

(Hmieleski and Baron, 2008) or the phase of firm development (Vecchio, 2003).

to measure behavior (instead of intrinsic tendencies), which arguably has a potentially important role as a
determinant of labor market success and occupational choices later in life.
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4 Results

We estimate models with the following structure:

(1) iiii XPy ebbb +++= '
2

'
10

where iy  refers to entrepreneurial outcomes, iP  is a vector of personality characteristics, and

iX  includes other individual characteristics of person i. The OLS estimates (Table 1) indicate

that a one standard deviation increase in Leadership is related to an approximately four

percentage-point increase in the probability of ever having been an entrepreneur (Column 1).

Leadership is also associated with an increase in the share of entrepreneurial years and the

predicted probability of being an entrepreneur for at least five successive years (Columns 2-3).

– Table 1 here –

Entrepreneurial success is measured using three indicators: average duration and number of

entrepreneurship spells and sales. These models are estimated conditional on being an

entrepreneur at least once over the observation window, which should be considered when

interpreting  the  results.  The  results  (Table  2)  reveal  that  Leadership  and  Responsibility  are

positively associated with the number of entrepreneurship spells and that higher Leadership is

related to higher sales.

– Table 2 here –
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We briefly mention additional results. First, we tested but did not find gender differences in

the results. Second, we estimated all the models using outcomes after age 30 over the

observation window (1990-2010). The main findings remained intact. The only exception was

that all the personality characteristics were statistically insignificant using the specification in

Column 2 of Table 2, which is likely explained by the shorter estimation period. Third, we also

ran the models without including information on parental entrepreneurship. The results

remained nearly identical, suggesting that the role of personality characteristics is largely

independent from parental entrepreneurship status. This is important, as our results revealed

that having a parent with entrepreneur status was significantly positively associated with all

three outcomes in Table 1. Fourth, Lazear (2005) argues that individuals with broader

experience are more likely to become entrepreneurs (for Finnish evidence, see Hyytinen and

Ilmakunnas, 2007). Thus, we included a dummy for breadth of work experience, which

represented those who worked in more than four distinct firms over the period 1990-2010. This

indicator was positively associated with the probability of being an entrepreneur, supporting

Lazear’s (2005) notions. The interaction term between the experience indicator and Leadership

was negative and statistically significant, suggesting that broad work experience reduces the

impact of Leadership.

According to Babb and Babb (1992), Begley and Boyd (1987a), and Corzine and Hood (1998),

there is a positive link between Type A behavior in adulthood and the probability of being an

entrepreneur. Begley and Boyd (1987a) also find a positive relationship between Type A

behavior and firm growth. Our results indicate that the Leadership dimension of Type A

behavior is associated with entrepreneurial interests and the ability to generate growth. Whether
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high Leadership individuals can make their businesses successful in the long term is unclear.

Our result, that Leadership is positively associated with the number of entrepreneurship spells,

may be an indicator of business failures, which would support the interpretation that high

Leadership may not be sufficient for long-term business viability. As Vecchio (2003) suggests,

the critical characteristics for entrepreneurial success may depend on the stage of a firm’s

development. This may well be the case in the context of Leadership.

5 Conclusions

Using a longitudinal research design (personality characteristics measured during adolescence

in 1986 and outcomes measured from 1990-2010), we find that adolescents’ Leadership is

relevant to entrepreneurial propensity and success, as approximated by reported sales, in later

life. This is plausible as the Leadership construct aims to capture, for example, an individual’s

desire to win or to take charge. These qualities are arguably needed to succeed as an

entrepreneur. Thus, entrepreneurial characteristics that predict entrepreneurial careers appear

early in life. Whether traits related to Type A behavior are the best for predictive purposes is

unclear. High Leadership is associated with entrepreneurial interest and growth, but whether

individuals with this trait can also make their businesses profitable in the long term remains an

open question.
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Table 1 Type A personality traits and entrepreneurship; OLS results.

(1)
Entrepreneur
at least once

(2)
Share of

entrepreneurial
years

(3)
At least 5 subsequent

years of
entrepreneurship

Aggression -0.003
(0.008)

0.000
(0.004)

0.002
(0.006)

Leadership 0.040***
(0.008)

0.016***
(0.004)

0.026***
(0.006)

Responsibility -0.007
(0.009)

0.002
(0.004)

0.000
(0.007)

Eagerness-Energy 0.003
(0.008)

0.000
(0.004)

-0.003
(0.006)

R2 0.174 0.318   0.249
N 1981 1981 1981

Notes: Statistically significant at *10%, ** 5% and *** 1% level. Heteroskedasticity-robust
standard errors in parentheses. Type A personality characteristics measured in 1986, and
outcomes measured over the period 1990-2010. All models include controls for gender,
education, share of marital years, region of residence, birth year effects and parental
entrepreneurship status in 1980. All models also include an indicator variable for agricultural
entrepreneurship.
Source: YFS-FLEED-LPC, 1990-2010.



16

Table 2 Entrepreneurial success (entrepreneurs only); OLS results.

(1)
Average duration

of entrepreneurship
spells 1990-2010

(2)
Number of

entrepreneurship
spells

1990-2010

(3)
ln(Sales)

Aggression 0.065
(0.319)

0.010
(0.032)

0.057
(0.139)

Leadership -0.102
(0.331)

0.084**
(0.041)

0.286**
(0.127)

Responsibility 0.041
(0.287)

0.064**
(0.026)

-0.169
(0.143)

Eagerness-Energy 0.190
(0.351)

-0.048
(0.038)

0.031
(0.126)

R2 0.272 0.059 0.190
N 355 355 136

Notes: see Table 1.


