
ORIGINAL RESEARCH
published: 26 August 2021

doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2021.731628

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 1 August 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 731628

Edited by:

Fu-Sheng Tsai,

Cheng Shiu University, Taiwan

Reviewed by:

Mu-Chen Hu,

Shih Chien University, China

Kuen-Lin Lin,

Cheng Shiu University, Taiwan

*Correspondence:

Qi Wang

crystalqi18@163.com

Danni Hua

hdn1996@zjut.edu.cn

Specialty section:

This article was submitted to

Organizational Psychology,

a section of the journal

Frontiers in Psychology

Received: 27 June 2021

Accepted: 02 August 2021

Published: 26 August 2021

Citation:

Shen Y, Wang Q, Hua D and Zhang Z

(2021) Entrepreneurial Learning,

Self-Efficacy, and Firm Performance:

Exploring Moderating Effect of

Entrepreneurial Orientation.

Front. Psychol. 12:731628.

doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2021.731628

Entrepreneurial Learning,
Self-Efficacy, and Firm Performance:
Exploring Moderating Effect of
Entrepreneurial Orientation
Yan Shen 1, Qi Wang 2*, Danni Hua 2* and Zhetao Zhang 3

1 Jing Hengyi School of Education, Hangzhou Normal University, Hangzhou, China, 2 School of Management, Zhejiang

University of Technology, Hangzhou, China, 3College of Business and Public Management, Wenzhou-Kean University,

Wenzhou, China

Although the impact entrepreneurial learning on firm performance has attracted

significant attention, a comprehensive understanding by integrating entrepreneurial

orientation and individual self-efficacy remain poorly understood. We fill this void by

integrating the above variables into a model and examine these relations. Findings from

a sample of 411 nascent entrepreneurs support that entrepreneurial learning is positively

related to firm performance, and this relationship is fully mediated by entrepreneurial

self-efficacy (ESE). We also found entrepreneurial orientation strengthens the positive

impact of entrepreneurial learning on ESE. The findings indicate that ESEmust be in place

to maximize the effect of entrepreneurial learning on performance, and entrepreneurial

orientation is an important contingency in shaping entrepreneurial learning’s impact on

nascent entrepreneur’s self-efficacy.

Keywords: entrepreneurial learning, entrepreneurial self-efficacy, entrepreneurial orientation, firm performance,

formal organizational learning, intergenerational learning, social network learning

INTRODUCTION

It is widely acknowledged that entrepreneurship is the vigor and vitality of economy (Cope, 2005;
Jin et al., 2021; Yousaf et al., 2021) and the entrepreneur is the catalyst for entrepreneurial activity
(Cope, 2005; Parker, 2013; Feng and Chen, 2020). Therefore, it is vital to research entrepreneur
who represents the essence of entrepreneurship. Although more and more young graduates join
the entrepreneurship boom, thousands of entrepreneurs fail each year and the new venture
mortality rates remain relatively high (Klimas et al., 2021; Lattacher et al., 2021). Some statistics
indicate only two-thirds of small businesses survive at least 2 years while 50% fail to sustain
operations beyond their fifth year (Jawula, 2021). The startup’s demise may be caused by a lack
of entrepreneurial preparedness. New ventures are difficult to cope with high-level uncertainty of
market environment due to lack of sufficient entrepreneurial preparedness. Fortunately, scholars
have begun to emphasize that entrepreneurial learning is a key ingredient for firm survival and
success, especially a new business in its early developmental stages.

Entrepreneurial learning is becoming a hot research topic at the interface between learning
and the entrepreneurial context (Harrison and Leitch, 2005; Casillas et al., 2015; Liu et al.,
2019). Accumulating research has explored the significant influence of entrepreneurial learning
in entrepreneurship. It is noted that substantial research has been focused on entrepreneurial
intention formation of young adults (Wilson et al., 2007; Hu et al., 2018; Shi et al., 2019). These
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studies, however, pay more attention to individuals’ behavior
whether to start a business, but ignore the impact of
entrepreneurial learning on established new ventures. Moreover,
extant research has provided insight into organizational learning
of mature entrepreneurs and corporate performance (Zhao et al.,
2011; Real et al., 2014), but little is known about the learning
behavior of new entrepreneurs and the entrepreneurial process.
Therefore, it is necessary to explore how entrepreneurial learning
influences business performance of start-ups.

The relationship between entrepreneurial learning and firm
performance has received increasing attention in recent years
(Zhao et al., 2011; Tseng, 2013; Sinha et al., 2019). Most studies
have documented that firms engaging in more entrepreneurial
learning perform better, while several studies have found that
entrepreneurial learning has no or even negative effect on venture
performance under certain circumstances. These mixed findings
indicate that simply examining the direct relationship between
entrepreneurial learning and firm performance is incomplete.
Thus, this relationship requires a wider analysis of intermediate
steps between them. Entrepreneurial self-efficacy (ESE) reflects
the level of an individual’s confidence in entrepreneurial
capability (Chen et al., 1998), and can be influenced by mastery
experiences (Zhao et al., 2005). In this respect, entrepreneurial
learning contributes to enhancing individuals’ ESE. Yet, few
studies have considered the mediating effect of ESE on
entrepreneurial learning and corporate performance, leaving
a “black box” in understanding. In addition, the process of
entrepreneurial learning is affected by the firm environment.
Nonetheless, there are little studies that test the joint impact
of entrepreneurial learning and entrepreneurial orientation
on ESE.

Extant research asserts that entrepreneurs encounter different
challenges during each particular phase (Lewis and Churchill,
1983; Sullivan, 2000). Especially, startups are fragile and fickle
during the conception and survival phases (Wani, 2018). A
nascent entrepreneur, a person who initiates actions that are
intended to culminate in a viable new firm (Reynolds, 1994),
generally face high levels of causal ambiguity and complexity
and suffers from a liability of newness (Muñoz-Bullon et al.,
2015). At the same time, nascent entrepreneurs generally
have less entrepreneurial experience and weaker entrepreneurial
capabilities in comparison with mature entrepreneurs, leading to
survival rate of new enterprises is quite low. These challenges
specific to inception stage can drive nascent entrepreneurs
to receive entrepreneurial learning, thereby improving their
entrepreneurial skills and helping the nascent venture to
successfully move toward an operating entity. Consequently,
it is necessary to research the early entrepreneurial learning
efforts by the nascent entrepreneur. In our study, based on
social cognitive theory, we focus on nascent entrepreneurs as
research objects and propose a research model that unlocks
the influence of entrepreneurial learning on firm performance
by examining the mediating effect of ESE. Moreover, the role
of entrepreneurial orientation in moderating this relationship
is explored.

To sum up, we contribute to the literature in three ways. First,
this study extends the research of the early stage of new ventures

by focusing on the entrepreneurial learning behavior of nascent
entrepreneurs. Second, we enrich entrepreneurship literature by
offering insights into how and where entrepreneurial learning
take place. Our study specifies the entrepreneurial learning
process by incorporating ESE as a mediator and entrepreneurial
orientation as a moderator. Finally, we contribute to the
entrepreneurial learning literature by putting emphasis on the
importance of the entrepreneurial orientation, cultural values
of firm, in changing people’s initiative, and effectiveness of
entrepreneurial learning on ESE.

THEORY AND HYPOTHESIS

Entrepreneurial Learning and Firm
Performance
Entrepreneurial learning involves “the complex ways in which
entrepreneurs learn to adapt their role and develop new
behavior in order to negotiate the management and growth
of their business” (Cope, 2005). Specifically, entrepreneurial
learning involves how new knowledge is created and how it is
embodies and utilized (Cope, 2005). There is a consensus
that knowledge is an essential source of opportunity
and can positively influence new venture performance
(Lattacher et al., 2021). Consequently, entrepreneurial
learning always has a positive impact on entrepreneurial
outcomes through helping entrepreneurs accumulate and
update knowledge (Minniti and Bygrave, 2001). For example,
Politis (2005) proposed that entrepreneurial learning can
enhance the ability to recognize and act on opportunities,
as well as handle liabilities of newness, which are generally
considered to be essential for successful entrepreneurs (Politis,
2005).

Entrepreneurship research has found that entrepreneurial
learning processes may take on a variety of forms, such as
congenital learning, experiential learning, vicarious learning,
and so on (Kolb, 1984; Huber, 1991; Cegarra-Navarro and
Wensley, 2009; Sullivan et al., 2021). Congenital knowledge
refers to knowledge available at the organization’s birth, which
is mainly from founders (Huber, 1991). Cegarra-Navarro and
Wensley (2009) emphasized that congenital learning is the
process of learning from organizational founders, which is
able to successfully guide the firm through its early stages.
Experiential learning is considered an important means of
updating knowledge stock. Entrepreneurs can get a higher-level
learning from critical events through deep reflection and mental
models changes (Lattacher et al., 2021). Besides, entrepreneurs
can also compensate for their lack of knowledge via observing
the behavior of others or listening to the experiences shared by
others (Mansoori, 2017). Many studies have found that vicarious
learning is seen as an effective knowledge acquisition means
especially in unfamiliar and uncertain fields (Holcomb et al.,
2009; Casillas et al., 2015).

Given the liabilities of newness and smallness, the
understanding of the learning process relating to nascent
entrepreneurs is of great importance (Yusuf, 2012; Cosenz
and Noto, 2018). Following the perspective of entrepreneurial
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learning channels, the existing research indicates entrepreneurial
learning for nascent entrepreneurs mainly includes formal
organizational learning, intergenerational learning, and social
network learning (Wang et al., 2018; Wu, 2018; Sullivan et al.,
2021; Yousaf et al., 2021). Formal organizational learning refers
to entrepreneurship education or training program during
school or in start-ups usually covering both business skills and
entrepreneurship attitudes (Sun, 2020). It has emerged as a
primary way of learning for entrepreneurs to meet the complex
demands and performance associated with the changing world
of work. Besides formal entrepreneurial education, vicarious
learning represented by intergenerational learning and social
network learning also plays an important role in entrepreneurial
progress. Many studies have underlined that business family
offspring have stronger entrepreneurial ability and business
parents play significant roles in supporting their children’s
entrepreneurial learning (Edelman et al., 2016; Wang et al.,
2018). In addition, social network learning is an indispensable
learning channel which can help entrepreneurs gain access
to key resources, information, and even political capital from
colleagues, customers, suppliers, competitors, advisory agencies,
support services, and so on (Davidsson and Honig, 2003; Wu
et al., 2018).

Numerous studies have demonstrated that entrepreneurial

learning has a positive halo effect on new venture’s continuity

and success (Cope, 2005; Wang, 2008). There is increasing

consensus that entrepreneurial learning is critical for improving

performance and creating value (Cope, 2005; Sullivan et al.,
2021). Firstly, entrepreneurial learning can provide ample
knowledge and skills to boost the growth of new ventures.
Knowledge are major strategic resources and crucial to venture’s
competitive advantage in a dynamic environment (Baum et al.,
2001; Harrison and Leitch, 2005). For example, Sullivan et al.
(2021) argued that learning different domains activities, such as
customer leaning, financial learning, technology learning, and
so on, can shape individual an (initial) stock of entrepreneurial
knowledge to cope with business challenge. Cope (2005)
proposed that entrepreneurial learning enables entrepreneurs
to access to technological know-how and gain a clearer
picture of internal business needs, requirements for growth and
future strategic directions. Secondly, entrepreneurial learning
contributes to opportunity identification and search, and lay the
path for entrepreneurs’ effective decision-making. Entrepreneurs
can obtain important market and policy information by learning
from social network partners, which is conductive to opportunity
exploration and exploitation (Ardichvili et al., 2003; Cooper et al.,
2016; Xiang et al., 2017; Sullivan et al., 2021; Wu et al., 2021a).
In addition, through entrepreneurial learning, entrepreneurs can
accumulate their skills and abilities, shape their attitudes, and
beliefs (Harvey and Evans, 1995). These improved cognitive

capabilities can help firm to recognize current and potentially

future opportunities and formulate an effective differentiation
strategy that works to foster firm growth (Xiang et al., 2017).
Accordingly, we hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 1. Entrepreneurial learning is positively associated
with firm performance.

The Mediating Effect of Entrepreneurial
Self-Efficacy
According to social cognitive theory, self-efficacy is defined as
an individual’s belief in his or her own capability to accomplish
certain tasks (Bandura and McClelland, 1977). Specifically, a
person with high self-efficacy perceive himself as capable of
mobilizing the motivation, cognitive resources, and courses of
action to meet given situational demands (Bandura and Wood,
1989). Self-efficacy predominantly stems from performance
accomplishments, vicarious experience, social persuasion,
and physiological states (Bandura and McClelland, 1977).
Self-efficacy is considered as a motivational mechanism
that not only enables people to set higher goals but also
strengthens the likelihood of goal achievement, which positively
affects performance (Bandura, 1991). Bandura (2010) stressed
the cornerstone role of self-efficacy in human motivation,
performance accomplishments, and emotional well-being
(Bandura, 2010). For instance, researchers concur with this
and observe that people with high self-efficacy can create
positive expectations regarding future performance and motivate
themselves to strive for goals even if in undesirable circumstances
(Bandura, 1997; Baumgartner et al., 2008).

Following generalized self-efficacy, entrepreneurship
scholars proposed the construct of ESE, an individual’s
cognitive estimation of capability for successfully performing
given tasks in entrepreneurship context (Chen et al., 1998).
Entrepreneurial self-efficacy reflects perceived feasibility and
plays a crucial role in behavioral choices and performance
outcomes (McGee and Peterson, 2019; Newman et al., 2019).
The existing literature shows that ESE is effective in influencing
goal commitment, aspiration levels, task persistence, and
work attitude (Krueger and Dickson, 1994). For example,
Individuals with high ESE tend to carry out risk-taking or
opportunity recognition behavior (Izquierdo and Buelens, 2011).
Substantial research remains focused on the effectiveness of
ESE in pursuing entrepreneurial careers and initiating a new
venture (Newman et al., 2019).

There is growing evidence that entrepreneurial learning
fosters ESE. In line with social cognitive theory, entrepreneurial
learning provides opportunities to influence motivation and
behavior through the pathways of mastery experiences, vicarious
learning, social persuasion, and physiological state (Zhao et al.,
2005; Newman et al., 2019). For example, enactive mastery
experiences feed into persons’ ESE expectancy and these
can be enhanced through professional courses, business case
competition, entrepreneurship training projects, simulated or
real business exercises, etc. (Zhao et al., 2005; Wilson et al.,
2007). Vicarious learning take place by means of observing
successful role models such as prestigious entrepreneurs who
are successfully managing enterprise (Zhao et al., 2005).
Entrepreneurship instructors also use social persuasion to
give feedback on one’s abilities to cope successfully (Wilson
et al., 2007). Finally, entrepreneurial learning also involves
the work and lifestyle of successful entrepreneurs and teaches
psychological coping strategies, which will help cope with anxiety
and build self-confidence (Zhao et al., 2005).
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Entrepreneurial learning can equip potential entrepreneurs
with knowledge and skills, thus foster ESE level to achieve desired
outcomes. First, entrepreneurial learning provides chances to
advance in business tactics, which will lead to the growth of self-
efficacy in individuals. Yousaf et al. (2021) argue that individuals
who receive entrepreneurial education will be more confident
to identify opportunities, allocate resources, and even conduct
an enterprise. Second, the impact of entrepreneurial learning
on entrepreneurial performance becomes effective when self-
efficacy is affected. There is increasing consensus that ESE
is a robust predictor of entrepreneurial intention and firm
performance. Researchers find that entrepreneurs possessed
higher in ESE can lead their firms to higher levels of revenue
and employment growth (Baum and Locke, 2004). In sum, we
argue that entrepreneurial leaning, such as formal organizational
learning, intergenerational learning, social network learning, etc.,
enhances the self-efficacy of individuals, thereby improving their
entrepreneurial performance.

The preceding analysis posits that entrepreneurial learning
improves the ESE by enhancing knowledge acquisition and
creation. In turn, ESE can motivate entrepreneurs to create
higher performance. Thus, entrepreneurial learning is
assumed to foster and enhance ESE, and also is expected to
improve venture performance outcomes through its effect on
ESE. Therefore:

Hypothesis 2. Entrepreneurial self-efficacy will mediate the
impact of entrepreneurial learning on firm performance.

The Moderating Effect of Entrepreneurial
Orientation
Although we hypothesize that entrepreneurial learning
contributes to prompting ESE of nascent entrepreneurs,
certain conditions may augment or constrain
those effects. Organizational environment, such as
entrepreneurial orientation, is an important contingency
in shaping entrepreneurial learning’s impact on nascent
entrepreneur’s self-efficacy.

Entrepreneurial orientation is a firm-level strategic
orientation and holds a central position in the domain
of entrepreneurship (Palmer et al., 2019). Entrepreneurial
orientation construct initially reflects the strategic postures of
established organizations (McGee and Peterson, 2019), which
provides a basis for decision-making practices, managerial
behavior, and entrepreneurial actions (Rauch et al., 2009).
Specifically, it embodies the management-related preferences,
beliefs, behaviors, and certain firm-level outcomes that corporate
executives hope to express (Covin et al., 2006). There is a general
consensus that the dimensionality of entrepreneurial orientation
is predominantly includes innovativeness, risk-taking, and
proactiveness (Miller, 1983; Covin and Slevin, 1989). Another
widely-used dimensional view of entrepreneurial orientation
expands competitive aggressiveness and autonomy on the basis
of three core dimensions above (Lumpkin and Dess, 1996).

Previous scholars have emphasized that entrepreneurial
orientation is a strong predictor of firm performance (Covin and
Slevin, 1989; Zahra and Covin, 1995; Wiklund and Shepherd,

2005; Palmer et al., 2019). Firms with high entrepreneurial
orientation tend to develop product-market innovations, take
risks, and behave proactively in pursuit of new opportunities
and growth (Miller, 1983). These characteristics help firms
identify and exploit valuable opportunities and create a first-
mover advantage than rivals, thus improving firm performance
(McGee and Peterson, 2019). However, some scholars argue
that entrepreneurial orientation as a performance enhancing
predictor may fail in certain situations and it may even have
a negative effect on performance (Wiklund and Shepherd,
2005; Covin et al., 2006; Moreno and Casillas, 2008). For
example, Frank et al. (2010) proposed that the effect of
entrepreneurial orientation on performance is affected by
environmental dynamism and resource availability (Frank et al.,
2010). Schepers et al. (2014) demonstrated that the positive
impact of entrepreneurial orientation on financial performance
decreases when the level of socioemotional wealth preservation
increases in a family business context (Schepers et al., 2014).

The combination of entrepreneurial orientation and learning
perspective received increasing attention in recent years (Covin
et al., 2006;Wang, 2008; Real et al., 2014; Jiang et al., 2016). Extant
literature has explicitly or implicitly examined firm’s performance
cannot be interpreted solely with entrepreneurial orientation or
learning orientation (Sinha et al., 2019). Several studies have
illustrated that learning can be an important mechanism through
which entrepreneurial orientation is able to affect business
performance (Wang, 2008; Zhao et al., 2011; Sinha et al.,
2019). For instance, Wang (2008) argued that organizational
learning plays an important role in entrepreneurship and
learning-oriented values must be in place to maximize the
effect of entrepreneurial orientation on performance. Real
et al. (2014) suggested that organizational learning partially
mediates the relationship between entrepreneurial orientation
and performance, and fully mediates the link between learning
orientation and performance.Whereas, much is known about the
relationship between entrepreneurial orientation and learning
at the organizational level, too little is known about individual
learning behavior under entrepreneurial oriented environment.
Therefore, we explore entrepreneurial learning behavior of
nascent entrepreneurs in an entrepreneurial oriented context.

As mentioned above, entrepreneurs expect to improve
their self-efficacy through entrepreneurial learning. High
entrepreneurial orientation implies that focal firm may have
an innovative, risky and proactive environment (Miller, 1983).
In such context, firms encourage individuals to access to
external new knowledge and resources, make continuous
entrepreneurial efforts to improve skills. In other words,
entrepreneurs in high entrepreneurial orientation companies,
are more open to new information and more willing to
engage in entrepreneurial learning activities (Jiang et al., 2016).
Consequently, entrepreneurs’ learning initiative and effectiveness
can be increased, which can intensify the entrepreneurship
capability and enhance ESE. In addition, an innovation-friendly
organizational culture grant entrepreneur flexibility and freedom
to exercise their creativity and champion promising ideas.
In this respect, entrepreneurs’ ESE can be enhanced as such
environments provide greater opportunities for enactive master,
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FIGURE 1 | Conception framework of this study.

vicarious learning, and lead to more positive physiological states
(Cooper et al., 2016).

In sum, we propose that entrepreneurial learning’s positive
effect on ESE becomes more evident when focal firms have a
higher entrepreneurial orientation. Thus:

Hypothesis 3.The association between entrepreneurial learning
and entrepreneurial self-efficacy is stronger in firms with high
entrepreneurial orientation.

Based on the foregoing hypotheses, conception model is
presented in Figure 1.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Data and Sample
To analyze the influence of entrepreneurial learning on early-
stage entrepreneurship performance, we focus our study on
nascent entrepreneurs. A nascent entrepreneur is a person who
seriously attempts to transform business ideas into a viable
new firm (Reynolds, 1994; Cassar and Craig, 2009). With the
rapid economic growth and the development of entrepreneurial
education in China, an increasing body of college graduates
follows the trend of starting up a new venture and has become
new entrants in the market. Based on Tian et al. (2018), college
students who have graduated from college within the past 3
years belong to the start-up stage. Also, to encourage college
students to start their own businesses, the Chinese government
has issued college students venture interest free loans, which
apply to university students or individuals graduated from
universities for no more than 2 years. Consequently, given that
national situation in China, this paper adopts a purposeful
and convenient sampling (Robson, 1993), and selects young
entrepreneurs who just graduated from universities within 1–2
years as the research object.

We mainly collected data from Zhejiang Province of China,
which has a developed private economy and is a hotbed of
entrepreneurship and innovation. As one of the most progressive
provinces in the economic reform, Zhejiang Province has a
relatively high entrepreneurship dynamics, which contributes to
a large number of small and medium enterprises and technology
start-ups in the local region (Wang et al., 2019; Zhou and
Li, 2020). As stated in the Hengda Institute (2020), Zhejiang
Province ranks second in the country in terms of the number
of newly established market entities per 10,000 people. What’s
more, Zhejiang Province attaches importance to innovation
and entrepreneurship education (Wu and Chen, 2015) and the

construction of entrepreneurial service platforms (Chen and Pan,
2019), so that college students’ start-up rates of Zhejiang rank
among the top in China (Lyu et al., 2021). Therefore, we selected
nascent entrepreneurs of Zhejiang Province in China as the
research sample.

Universities, science parks and business incubators are
believed to provide an effective vehicle to foster the creation
of start-up firms (Phan et al., 2005; Ratinho and Henriques,
2010). To obtain data from multiple sources, a total of 600
questionnaires were randomly distributed to individuals from
universities, science parks, and incubators in Zhejiang Province
of China. The respondents were requested to fill out and return
the questionnaires on site. After deleting observations with
missing data, we obtain a final sample totalling 411 observations
with a response rate of about 68.5%.

As shown in Table 1, the sample consist of 275 (66.9%) male
entrepreneurs and 136 (33.1%) female entrepreneurs, similar to
the gender distribution among young start-ups. Two hundred
and eighty-seven respondents (69.8%) are entrepreneurs with
vocational education background, and 124 respondents (30.2%)
are entrepreneurs holding a bachelor degree or above. With
respect to firm age, 90 respondents (21.9%) are in the preparatory
stage of starting a new business, 252 respondents (61.3%) have
established a business for <2 years, 69 respondents (16.8%) have
established businesses for more than 2 years. With respect to
the start-up investment scale, 204 respondents (49.6%) invested
below 100 thousand, 169 respondents (41.1%) invested 100
thousand to 1 million, and 38 respondents (9.2%) invested more
than 1 million.

Measurements
The survey items were drawn from existing validated
scales, and they were revised after extensive consultations
with senior executives to fit the Chinese context for face
validity. The measures used in this study are given in
Supplementary Material. Key variables were measured on
five-point Likert scales, which the range of response was 1 =

strongly disagree and 5= strongly agree.

Entrepreneurial Learning
Entrepreneurial learning construct was measured with its
separate dimensions of formal organizational learning (six
items), intergenerational learning (seven items), and social
network learning (five items) using the 18 items, five-point
scale developed expressly for this research. The measure
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of formal organizational learning comprehensively evaluates
the entrepreneurship education through formal organizational
learning, including course teaching, entrepreneurship training,
business simulation competition, and other entrepreneurship
practices. The measure of intergenerational learning evaluates
the learning interactions among family members in respect
to entrepreneurship knowledge, especially young entrepreneur’s
social learning from parents. The measure of social network
learning was developed to assess the usefulness of social
ties in exploring entrepreneurship knowledge and skills. The
respondents rated their attitude to each statement against the
five-point Likert scales, in which 1 = strongly disagree; 5 =

TABLE 1 | Description of sample.

Gender

Male 275 66.9%

Female 136 33.1%

Education Background

Higher vocational degree 35 8.5%

Junior college degree 252 61.3%

Bachelor degree 98 23.8%

Master degree 18 4.4%

Doctoral degree 8 1.9%

Firm Age

Still in preparation period 90 21.9%

0–6 months 76 18.5%

6–12 months 110 26.8%

1–2 years 66 16.1%

More than 2 years 69 16.8%

Firm Size (The Start-Up Investment Scale)

Below 100 thousand 204 49.6%

100–500 thousand 89 21.7%

500–1,000 thousand 80 19.5%

1,000–5,000 thousand 26 6.3%

Above 5,000 thousand 12 2.9%

strongly agree. To obtain the overall entrepreneurial learning, the
scores of the 18 items were averaged and standardized.

Entrepreneurial Self-Efficacy
Based on Wilson et al. (2007), a total of six questions
were designed to capture the respondents’ level of ESE. The
respondents were asked to self-report their confidence on their
problem-solving ability, opinion/support solicitation ability,
leadership, creativity, and decision-making ability. The measure
of ESE consists of six items. The respondents rated their attitude
to each statement against the five-point Likert scales, in which
1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree. To obtain the overall
ESE, the scores of the six items were averaged and standardized.

Entrepreneurial Orientation
Entrepreneurial orientation was investigated with its separate
dimensions of innovativeness (three items), proactiveness (three
items), and risk-taking (three items) using the nine items, five-
point scale proposed by Covin and Slevin (1989) and Real et al.
(2014). To obtain the overall entrepreneurial orientation, the
scores of the nine items were averaged and standardized. Higher
overall scores on this scale indicate a more EO.

Firm Performance
Firm performance is a multidimensional construct in nature
(Artz et al., 2003; Wu et al., 2021b), so its measurement needs
to integrate different dimensions in empirical research (Wiklund
and Shepherd, 2005). Past research has also obtained relative
firm performance by measuring a firm’s financial standing
compared with competitors in its industry (Palmer et al., 2019).
Hence, we measured four dimensions of performance relative
to competitors in terms of market share, operating profits,
sales volume, and employee growth in accordance with these
past measures.

Control Variables
We controlled for factors that can potentially affect firm
performance. In the context of the present study, founders’
characteristics might relate to their ability to successfully engage

TABLE 2 | Descriptive statistics and correlation.

Variable N Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12

1. Gender 411 0.67 0.47 1

2. Education background 411 2.30 0.77 −0.08 1

3. Professional pertinence 411 2.71 0.97 0.09 0.15* 1

4. Family business background 411 0.44 0.50 0.09 0.05 −0.22* 1

5. Prior work experience 411 0.56 0.50 0.06 0.06 −0.12* 0.21* 1

6. Firm age 411 2.87 1.37 0.04 0.22* 0.08 0 0.13* 1

7. Industry prosperity 411 2.56 1.02 −0.11* 0.33* 0.18* 0.07 0.06 0.50* 1

8. Firm size 411 1.91 1.10 −0.18* 0.36* 0.12* −0.02 0.08 0.29* 0.50* 1

9. Entrepreneurial self-efficacy 411 0 1 0.06 0.09 0.06 0.02 0.03 0.10* 0.18* 0.07 1

10. Entrepreneurial orientation 411 0 1 −0.09 0.04 0 0.05 −0.09 0.01 0 0 −0.05 1

11. Entrepreneurial learning 411 0 1 0.01 −0.08 0.25* 0 −0.04 −0.09 0.13* 0.10* 0.59* −0.01 1

12. Firm performance 411 0 1 −0.04 0.26* 0.14* 0.03 0.15* 0.30* 0.45* 0.34* 0.28* 0.02 0.21* 1

*p < 0.05.
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in learning activities and it might relate to firm performance.
Consistent with the previous literature, we controlled for gender,
educational background, professional pertinence, family business
background, and prior work experience. Besides individual
level factors, firm level antecedents may affect entrepreneurship
learning process and entrepreneurial outcomes. Following prior
literature, we controlled for firm age and firm size. Since industry
also affect firm performance, industry prosperity was controlled
by dummy variables.

Common Method Variance
Harman’s one-factor test of all variables, including
entrepreneurial learning, ESE, entrepreneurial orientation,
and firm performance, was conducted to check for common
method variance (Doty and Glick, 1998; Podsakoff et al.,
2003). The results showed that seven factors with eigenvalues
>1.0 accounted for 64.2% of the total variance, with the first
factor accounting for only 25.2% of the total variance. These
results show that common method bias is not an issue in the
survey responses.

RESULTS

Before formal regression, several reliability tests were carried out
on variable constructs. The Cronbach’s alpha for the measures
of formal organizational learning, intergenerational learning
and social network learning is 0.8705, 0.9098, and 0.8581,
respectively, indicating the high reliability of the measurement
of these constructs. The Cronbach’s alpha for the measure
of ESE and entrepreneurial orientation is 0.8571 and 0.8570,
showing high reliability of the measurement of ESE and
entrepreneurial orientation.

The descriptive statistics and correlation matrix are shown
in Table 2. The results show that the entrepreneurial learning is
positively associated with ESE and firm performance. Similarly,
educational background, professional pertinence, prior work
experience, firm age, firm size, and industry prosperity are also
positively associated with firm performance.

The Main Effect of Entrepreneurial
Learning
According to Baron and Kenny’s suggestion, hierarchical
regression analysis was used to test the hypotheses. In all
equations, the control variables were entered before the other
independent variables to partial out their effects from the
relationships of principal interest. The results are presented
in Table 3.

Our first analysis explored the predictions for the relationship
between entrepreneurial learning and firm performance. Model
5 is the base model, containing only the control variables.
Model 6 contains results pertaining to the main effect of
entrepreneurial learning on firm performance. Model 6 shows
that there is a positive relationship between entrepreneurial
learning and firm performance (coefficient = 0.302, p < 0.01) is
significant and positive. These results offer evidence confirming
H1, whichmeans engaging in entrepreneurial learning contribute
to enhancing firm performance.

The Mediating Effect of Entrepreneurial
Self-Efficacy
As shown in Table 3, Model 2, Model 7, and Model 8
examine the mediation effect of ESE. Model 2 suggests
entrepreneurial learning has a positive impact on ESE (coefficient
= 1.108, p < 0.01). Model 7 shows that self-efficacy is
significantly and positively associated with entrepreneurial
performance (coefficient = 0.201, p < 0.01). Model 8 shows
that entrepreneurial learning is not significant, while ESE is
significantly and positively associated with firm performance
(coefficient = 0.156, p < 0.01). Taken together, these results
support H2, which means ESE mediates positive relationship
between entrepreneurial learning and corporate performance.

The Moderating Effect of Entrepreneurial
Orientation
Table 3 also reports the results of testing H3, which predict
positive moderation of entrepreneurial orientation on the
entrepreneurial learning and ESE. Models 4 and Model 11
contain the interaction terms around which the hypotheses were
offered. The results of Model 4 suggest that the interactive
effect of entrepreneurial learning and entrepreneurial orientation
on ESE is significant and positive (coefficient = 0.159, p
< 0.05). In Model 11, the result shows that the interaction
term is still significant and positive after adding all variables
(coefficient= 0.144, p< 0.05). Hence, the results support H3 that
entrepreneurial orientation strengthens the positive relationship
between entrepreneurial learning and ESE.

DISCUSSION

Theoretical Contributions
First, this study extends the entrepreneurial learning research
to the early stage of new ventures by focusing on nascent
entrepreneurs’ learning behavior. Most of the previous
research has focused on organizational learning and knowledge
management of large companies (Zhao et al., 2011; Real et al.,
2014). However, entrepreneurial learning in the context of
nascent entrepreneurship has rarely been studied. Extant
research has primarily examined the impacts of entrepreneurial
learning on entrepreneurial intentions (Wilson et al., 2007;
Hu et al., 2018; Shi et al., 2019), while little attention has
been paid to understanding its impacts on established firms’
outcomes. College graduates as new market entrants play an
increasing role in the entrepreneurial field. This study considers
college graduates entrepreneurs as the main subject, which
contributes to the understanding of how nascent entrepreneurs’
entrepreneurial learning influences the outcomes of the nascent
entrepreneurship process.

Second, this study contributes to the entrepreneurial
learning-firm performance research stream focusing on the
intermediate links. It is a widely held belief that entrepreneurial
learning increases firm performance, but we know little
about mediation effect in such a link (Real et al., 2014;
Chen and Pan, 2019). Specifically, our study explains this
relationship by an indirect effect through ESE. Our results
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TABLE 3 | The hierarchical regression results.

Entrepreneurial self-efficacy Firm performance

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 Model 8 Model 9 Model 10 Model 11

Control variable

Gender 0.152 0.129 0.121 0.109 0.012 0.006 −0.019 −0.015 0.013 0.000 −0.015

(0.108) (0.085) (0.085) (0.085) (0.094) (0.093) (0.092) (0.092) (0.093) (0.093) (0.092)

Education background 0.046 0.189*** 0.191*** 0.184*** 0.117* 0.156** 0.108* 0.127** 0.155** 0.147** 0.121**

(0.070) (0.056) (0.056) (0.056) (0.061) (0.061) (0.060) (0.061) (0.061) (0.061) (0.061)

Professional pertinence 0.025 −0.146*** −0.146*** −0.140*** 0.060 0.013 0.055 0.036 0.013 0.019 0.039

(0.054) (0.044) (0.044) (0.044) (0.047) (0.048) (0.046) (0.048) (0.048) (0.048) (0.048)

Family business background 0.011 −0.061 −0.054 −0.041 −0.018 −0.037 −0.020 −0.028 −0.042 −0.029 −0.023

(0.104) (0.082) (0.082) (0.082) (0.091) (0.090) (0.089) (0.089) (0.090) (0.089) (0.089)

Prior work experience 0.040 0.046 0.037 0.036 0.238*** 0.240*** 0.230*** 0.233*** 0.247*** 0.246*** 0.241***

(0.102) (0.080) (0.081) (0.080) (0.089) (0.088) (0.087) (0.087) (0.088) (0.087) (0.087)

Firm age 0.003 0.098*** 0.098*** 0.093*** 0.050 0.076** 0.050 0.061* 0.075** 0.069* 0.056

(0.042) (0.034) (0.034) (0.033) (0.037) (0.037) (0.036) (0.037) (0.037) (0.036) (0.037)

Industry prosperity 0.179*** 0.056 0.055 0.053 0.296*** 0.263*** 0.260*** 0.254*** 0.263*** 0.261*** 0.253***

(0.063) (0.050) (0.050) (0.050) (0.055) (0.055) (0.054) (0.054) (0.055) (0.054) (0.054)

Firm size −0.026 −0.083* −0.084** −0.085** 0.105** 0.089* 0.110** 0.102** 0.090* 0.089* 0.101**

(0.054) (0.043) (0.043) (0.042) (0.047) (0.046) (0.046) (0.046) (0.046) (0.046) (0.046)

Independent variable

EL 1.108*** 1.108*** 1.112*** 0.302*** 0.130 0.303*** 0.307*** 0.148

(0.070) (0.070) (0.070) (0.076) (0.096) (0.076) (0.076) (0.096)

Mediator variable

ESE 0.201*** 0.156*** 0.144***

(0.042) (0.054) (0.054)

Moderator variable

EO −0.041 −0.061 0.033 0.012 0.021

(0.039) (0.040) (0.043) (0.043) (0.043)

Interaction terms

EL×EO 0.159** 0.167** 0.144**

(0.062) (0.068) (0.068)

_cons −0.715*** −0.371** −0.368** −0.339* −1.657*** −1.563*** −1.513*** −1.505*** −1.565*** −1.534*** −1.486***

(0.230) (0.182) (0.182) (0.181) (0.200) (0.198) (0.197) (0.197) (0.198) (0.197) (0.197)

N 411 411 411 411 411 411 411 411 411 411 411

R-Square 0.041 0.410 0.411 0.421 0.248 0.276 0.288 0.291 0.278 0.288 0.301

EL, entrepreneurial learning; ESE, entrepreneurial self-efficacy; EO, entrepreneurial orientation.

*p < 0.10 **p < 0.05 ***p < 0.01.

show that ESE fully mediates the relationship between
entrepreneurial learning and firm performance. It takes
into account the fact that entrepreneurial learning can prompt
entrepreneur’s confidence in copying with entrepreneurial tasks
and stimulate firm to create a better performance. Therefore,
entrepreneurial learning can be viewed as a long investment
on individuals’ ESE and firm performance. These findings
specify how entrepreneurial learning take place, which enrich
entrepreneurship learning literature.

Finally, we contribute to the entrepreneurial learning
literature by identifying the significance of the entrepreneurial
orientation. Prior research has explored the relationship
between entrepreneurial orientation and learning at the
organizational level (Wang, 2008; Zhao et al., 2011; Real

et al., 2014), but there are few studies on individual learning
behavior under entrepreneurial oriented environment. Along
this line, we explore entrepreneurial learning behavior of
nascent entrepreneurs in an entrepreneurial oriented context.
Regarding the influence of entrepreneurial orientation as a
moderating variable, entrepreneurial learning seems to have
a greater impact on ESE in firms with high entrepreneurial
orientation. High entrepreneurial orientation firm constantly
seek out new opportunities, positively engage in product-market
innovation, bravely undertakes somewhat risky investment. Such
characteristics are associated with improved willingness and
effectiveness of entrepreneurial learning on ESE. In this respect,
the positive relationship between entrepreneurial learning and
ESE will be strengthened if firms have a high entrepreneurial
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orientation. Our results advance previous research by noting
that entrepreneurial orientation as an import entrepreneurial
cultural environment of firms can affect the relationship between
entrepreneurial learning on ESE.

Managerial Implications
Two key managerial implications are evident in our research
findings. First, much importance should be attached to
entrepreneurial learning if we want to cultivate individuals’
ESE or prompt business performance. Specifically, entrepreneurs
should make full use of entrepreneurial learning channels, such
as formal organizational learning, intergenerational learning,
and social network learning, to enhance their entrepreneurial
competencies and achievements. Second, it is necessary to
create a favorable entrepreneurial oriented cultural environment.
Entrepreneurial orientation is a managerial attitude that must
be supported by certain organizational conditions that facilitate
learning. Entrepreneurs as the leader of the enterprise, should
positively cultivate entrepreneurial orientation and create a
desirable cultural environment for entrepreneurial learning.

Limitations and Future Research
This study has several limitations that future should address.
First, we acknowledge that the geographical limitation of data
collection would affect the generalizability of the results, although
Zhejiang Province plays an essential role in the entrepreneurship
development in China. Future research could be conducted with
large-scale samples from more coastal and inland provinces so
that the sample can be more representative for the Chinese
context. Besides, future research is expected to utilize a
cross-national sample to further explore the generalizability of
the model, because Chinese entrepreneurship environments are
different from those in a Western context.

Second, one limitation of this study is that we only
focus on nascent entrepreneurs with firms that were still in
business. For those nascent entrepreneurs that had discontinued
entrepreneurship, it is difficult to collect data from them. In
addition, we explored the relationship between entrepreneurial
learning and firm performance in a limited time, but we did not
include a time sequence in our cross-sectional data. Thus, future
studies should collect panel data to trace the entrepreneurship
process of these nascent entrepreneurs and longitudinal research
is need to clarify the effect over time of entrepreneurial learning.

Third, future work could link ESE to overconfidence and
over-optimism. Although we found ESE has a positive effect
on firm performance, but we know there exists “the too much
of a good thing effect,” which means their relationship may
have negative or curvilinear effects in some circumstances.
Finally, more research is needed on the firm characteristics
construct such as strategic orientation and assess these
factors which led to the development of entrepreneurial
learning process.
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