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Based on relevant literature, this study adopted entrepreneurial learning theory to construct a relationship model between entrepreneurial learning and entrepreneurial intention. In this framework, entrepreneurial learning was divided into three dimensions: entrepreneurial education learning, experiential learning, and social network learning. A questionnaire survey was conducted among 1,399 undergraduate students in Zhejiang Province to investigate how entrepreneurial learning influenced entrepreneurial intention, while considering the mediating effect of entrepreneurial self-efficacy. This empirical research found that: (1) experiential learning and social network learning had significant positive impacts on entrepreneurial intention, but there was no significant relationship between entrepreneurial education learning and entrepreneurial intention; (2) entrepreneurship education learning and social network learning had significant positive relationships with entrepreneurial self-efficacy, but experiential learning had a significant negative relationship with entrepreneurial self-efficacy; and (3) entrepreneurial self-efficacy partially mediated the relationship between experiential learning, social network learning, and entrepreneurial intention, and fully mediated the relationship between entrepreneurial education learning and entrepreneurial intention. These findings suggest that colleges and universities in China could broaden entrepreneurial learning and strengthen social network learning.
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1. Introduction

China has adopted a national strategy focused on mass entrepreneurship and innovation, thus catalyzing waves of efforts that led to robust conditions for the development of both areas. The Global Entrepreneurship Watch 2018/2019 China Report indicates that although China’s current entrepreneurial activity index is high, the national success rate is relatively low when compared with the rates found in developed European countries and the United States. Furthermore, the rate of opportunity-driven entrepreneurship and innovation remains low. Since China is now in a period of economic transition, there is the need to improve these rates, and college students with higher education could be those that bear this responsibility.

Under social cognitive theory, entrepreneurship is considered as a conscious planning behavior guided by behavioral intention (Krueger et al., 2000), and many scholars show that entrepreneurial intention is the best predictor of entrepreneurial behavior (Krueger and Carsrud, 1993; Liñán et al., 2005). In earlier studies, most researchers attempted to clarify the factors that influenced entrepreneurial intentions among college students by either focusing on their demographic factors (e.g., gender, education, major, and parent occupations) or adopting a psychological perspective centered on personality traits. Although these analyses have produced valuable findings, they have not revealed a good solution for actually improving entrepreneurial abilities or behaviors in college students, making the impact of these studies not high.

Meanwhile, current entrepreneurship research focuses on both multidisciplinary and multilevel examinations, having gradually shifted from static to dynamic approaches. While scholars once had different opinions on whether entrepreneurship could be taught, most now agree that it can be. For example, Drucker (1985) emphasized that entrepreneurship was not a mysterious concept and could be learned like other disciplines, and Anselm (1993) showed that entrepreneurial learning could enhance both entrepreneurial intention and activity levels. Through entrepreneurship learning, students gain related knowledge, experience, understanding of the theory–reality gap, and skills in identifying entrepreneurial opportunities, thus improving their entrepreneurial intention (Ramsgaard and Østergaard, 2018). For college students, the outcome of entrepreneurship learning is acquiring relevant knowledge useful for enterprise creation.

The emergence of recent research on entrepreneurship learning—which make it their task to explain the formation and development of entrepreneurial self-confidence (Rae and Carswell, 2001; Ni and Wang, 2005), which is enhanced through entrepreneurial learning—reflects the current dynamic trends in entrepreneurship theory research. In an empirical study on the factors influencing entrepreneurial intention, Chen et al. (1998) posited the concept of entrepreneurial self-efficacy by combining self-efficacy theory and entrepreneurial process theory, and demonstrated that entrepreneurial self-efficacy has a positive effect on entrepreneurial intention. This implies that effective entrepreneurial learning can help college students acquire entrepreneurial knowledge and improve their entrepreneurial self-efficacy, which are both important to enhance their entrepreneurial intention.

Nevertheless, related literature on entrepreneurial learning and intention have primarily focused on the impact of individual types of entrepreneurial learning on entrepreneurial intention, such as the impacts of entrepreneurship education learning, social network learning, and experiential learning on entrepreneurship intention. Although each of these types of entrepreneurial learning were capable of explaining the impact mechanism of entrepreneurial intention, the explanatory power of these variables were not comprehensive enough. Therefore, this study places entrepreneurship education, experience, and social network learning into the framework of entrepreneurship learning, examines the impact of entrepreneurial intention, and introduces entrepreneurial self-efficacy as an intermediary variable into the research framework; this approach is novel and characterizes an improvement compared with previous research methods used to examine entrepreneurial intention.



2. Literature review


2.1. Entrepreneurial learning

Entrepreneurial learning is a dynamic process that plays an important role in entrepreneurship, making entrepreneurial learning and behavior closely related (Rae and Carswell, 2000). As entrepreneurship is a continuous learning process, relevant research often use the support of learning theory (Minniti and Bygrave, 2001). The theory of entrepreneurial learning was first explored from the perspective of economics, and it holds that entrepreneurial learning refers to creative learning that produces innovation and improves opportunity alertness (Schumpeter, 1934; Kirzner, 1973). With the continuous development of entrepreneurial learning research, scholars have made use of social cognitive theory, social learning theory, and experiential learning theory to create a framework for entrepreneurial learning theory. These developments also led scholars to be able to show that many forms of entrepreneurial learning exist, including cognitive, experiential, and observational learning (Kolb, 1984; Lumpkin and Lichtenstein, 2005; Holcomb et al., 2009). Minniti and Bygrave (2001) and Politis (2005) pointed out that entrepreneurs update their entrepreneurial knowledge through experience accumulation, which then enhances their entrepreneurial beliefs and enriches entrepreneurial learning theory.

Based on experiential learning theory, Cope (2005) argued that entrepreneurship is a dynamic learning process through which relevant knowledge and skills are acquired, with integral elements including awareness, feedback, relevance, and application. Meanwhile, Weick (1995) divided entrepreneurial learning into cognitive learning and experiential learning. Politis (2005) defined experiential learning as a process in which entrepreneurs transform direct experience from previous work into knowledge. Holcomb et al. (2009) thought that experiential learning is a process in which individuals continuously adjust and improve their own cognitive structures through intuitive inferences based on both direct and indirect experiences (observing or imitating others’ behaviors) with uncertain environments, leading to new knowledge acquirement. Working under social learning theory, Rae and Carswell (2001) proposed a theoretical model for entrepreneurial learning, wherein entrepreneurs learn entrepreneurial knowledge and gain work experience through formal systematic learning at school, experiential learning at work, and social network learning.

Therefore, in the process of entrepreneurial learning, individuals identify entrepreneurial opportunities while enhancing self-confidence and self-efficacy, thereby generating ideas for building new enterprises. Aldrich (1999) further pointed out that social networks can provide entrepreneurs with valuable entrepreneurial information, facilitate their ability to access entrepreneurial resources, and help them create new enterprises. Similarly, Kim and Miner (2007) pointed out that entrepreneurs acquire much of their knowledge about entrepreneurship from others. These remarks are especially relevant for the Chinese context because of the strong influence of traditional Confucian culture, which focuses on the benefits of social relations to groups or individuals (Tsui and Farh, 1997). That is, China’s well-established and intimate social network provide a good learning platform for entrepreneurs to acquire significant hidden assets. Given the nation’s ongoing economic transformation, social network learning should have a clear and positive impact on entrepreneurial acquisition.



2.2. Entrepreneurial self-efficacy

Self-efficacy theory is the foundation of entrepreneurial self-efficacy theory and a core concept in sociology theory (Bandura, 1977); some fields have described self-efficacy as being not a static characteristic but rather an alterable one, and being a reflection of an individual’s belief in own ability to perform and partake in a desired behavior. For example, based on social cognition theory, self-efficacy is generally considered to be the subjective confidence that an individual has in own ability to mobilize resources to successfully perform a behavior (Wood and Bandura, 1989). Entrepreneurial self-efficacy was first proposed by Chen et al. (1998) through a combination of self-efficacy theory with entrepreneurship research, describing that it serves to assess an individual’s confidence in own ability to run a business, including its innovation, marketing, management, financial management, and risk-taking endeavors (Chen et al., 1998). Several studies have demonstrated a positive correlation between entrepreneurial self-efficacy and entrepreneurial intention (Krueger and Carsrud, 1993; Boyd and Vozikis, 1994; Chen et al., 1998; Wilson et al., 2007), showcasing that the literature depicts entrepreneurial self-efficacy as playing an extremely important role in the process of starting a new business and being simultaneously affected by many factors, such as social network and experiential learning and the learning style of entrepreneurship education.



2.3. Entrepreneurial intention

Entrepreneurial intention is a career decision-making process that describes individuals’ intention to start a new enterprise and beliefs that they can take relevant practical actions in the future (Katz, 1992; Thompson, 2009; Bullough et al., 2014). It is a pre-test indicator of entrepreneurial behavior as only individuals with a certain degree of entrepreneurial intention will develop such behavior. Most empirical investigations on entrepreneurial intention have primarily based themselves on the theory of planned behavior, entrepreneurial event theory, and entrepreneurial self-efficacy theory. In this study, we set entrepreneurial self-efficacy as an intermediary variable and used entrepreneurial self-efficacy theory to explore the influence mechanism of entrepreneurial learning on entrepreneurial intention.

Entrepreneurial self-efficacy has been shown to have a significant positive effect on entrepreneurial intention (Bird, 1988), and Boyd and Vozikis (1994) later revised Bird’s entrepreneurial intention model by introducing self-efficacy. Thus, entrepreneurial self-efficacy can enhance self-confidence on own entrepreneurial ability, potentially producing a strong entrepreneurial intention. This study further theorizes about the impact mechanism of entrepreneurial self-efficacy and entrepreneurial learning on entrepreneurial intention, thus providing more theoretical resources for researchers to use in future empirical research on entrepreneurial intention.




3. Research design

In this study, we used a mixed-methods research design to comprehensively examine the entrepreneurial learning methods that can enhance college students’ entrepreneurial intention. Mixed-methods research combines the advantages of both qualitative and quantitative methods: the first enable researchers to explore target phenomena, identify their key factors, and develop a deep understanding of theoretical model construction, while the latter provides a more pragmatic way to test relationships between proposed theories and a hypotheses. Thus, in Study 1, we conducted qualitative interviews to identify the major entrepreneurial learning styles influencing entrepreneurial intention. In Study 2, we established the research model by integrating the findings of Study 1 on the entrepreneurial learning styles that influence entrepreneurial intention and then verified the validity of this model using a questionnaire survey. The research question was: which entrepreneurial learning styles affect entrepreneurial intention?



4. Study 1: Qualitative research


4.1. Methods

The interviews with college entrepreneurs were conducted from January 2022 to February 2022, and the maximum interview time was set to 30 min. The interviews aimed to identify the main impact of entrepreneurial learning style on entrepreneurial intention. The interview procedures were performed based on the usual processes of interview content analysis (French et al., 2017). Recruitment was conducted using convenience and snowball sampling methods, with participants being familiar college entrepreneurs who gave references of their contacts for interviews. Snowball sampling was used to recruit the most relevant interviewees through the contact information provided by other stakeholders (Noy, 2008). Monetary incentives were offered to encourage suggestions from qualified interviewees. Respondents were asked to briefly describe their entrepreneurial learning experience while focusing on entrepreneurial learning, intention, and the entrepreneurial learning methods that affect intention, which then led to open questions. Interview contents were recorded in detail. At the end of the interview, interviewees were asked to check the interview records and confirm their accuracy. In the discussions below, we used the interviewees’ last name in order to ensure anonymity. Supplementary Table 1 provides information on participants’ sociodemographic characteristics.

Two independent evaluators examined the content of the interviews and identified entrepreneurial learning styles that influenced entrepreneurial intention. After completing the coding process, the evaluators compared their independent coding results to determine and discuss instances of coding match and mismatch. When the evaluators could not agree on a code, the code was not included in the classification. An encoder reliability score of 92% is deemed as acceptable in prior research (Lombard et al., 2002). Ultimately, the independent evaluators could reach consensus, resulting in a series of key factors that were considered to affect entrepreneurial intention (Table 1).


TABLE 1    Factors for participating in EI.

[image: Table 1]



4.2. Results

The first factor identified was entrepreneurship education learning, comprising descriptions about the following: creative entrepreneurship atmosphere on campus; social and management abilities cultivated by the curriculum; entrepreneurship knowledge acquired through the curriculum; the establishment and support of entrepreneurship associations. Some quotations that exemplify this factor are described herein: “In school, I learned some entrepreneurship courses and participated in the Internet entrepreneurship competition, which sprouted the idea of entrepreneurship in me” (Wang), “When I was in charge of the entrepreneurship practice project in the university, I improved my management ability and played an important role in shaping the future entrepreneurship project” (Zhang), “The school attaches great importance to the Internet entrepreneurship competition and has a relatively strong entrepreneurial atmosphere, which helps stimulate our entrepreneurial ideas” (Lin), “The school’s entrepreneurial community played a good role in the formation of the entrepreneurial team” (Chen).

The second factor identified was social network learning, comprising descriptions about the following topics: exchange of entrepreneurial experience and knowledge between relatives and friends; contact and exchange involving government personnel; involving professional investment institutions; involving potential customers and suppliers. Herein we exemplify the second factor with some quotations from participants: “My father has his own business, and his exchanges make me think of my own plan to open a company” (Li), “The exchanges with the staff of the Human Resources Security Bureau of the government enables me to understand preferential policies to support college students’ entrepreneurship, which may help me start a business” (Wu).

The third factor identified was experiential learning, comprising descriptions on the following matters: Experiences accumulated in the process of starting a business; decisions made based on experience; lessons learned from failure. Some examples of quotations related to experiential learning are described herein: “I encountered a lot of difficulty in the process, and my ability to continue was acquired through the experience I accumulated” (Xu), “I have worked in a foreign trade company for 2 years. During this period, I have accumulated a lot of sales experience, which inspired me to start my own business” (Sun).

All factors listed by individual respondents were considered insignificant and were not used for further analysis. The excluded factors included cognitive learning style, learning ability, and learning skills.



4.3. Discussion

The three factors identified in Study 1 contributed to a deeper understanding of the determinants of entrepreneurial intention among college students, which were then applied to Study 2’s research model. Then, we quantitatively examined the impact of these factors on entrepreneurial intention.




5. Theoretical model

This study adopted entrepreneurial learning theory and conducted path analysis to examine how entrepreneurial learning influences entrepreneurial intention while considering entrepreneurial self-efficacy as an intermediary variable. Figure 1 illustrates the theoretical model of the influence mechanism by which entrepreneurial learning impacts entrepreneurial intention.
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FIGURE 1
Theoretical model.



5.1. Research hypotheses


5.1.1. The relationship between entrepreneurial learning and entrepreneurial intention

According to Petkova (2009), entrepreneurs set goals when facing new tasks and environments through entrepreneurial learning, which then stimulate possible behaviors. The role of entrepreneurial learning can also be assessed from the perspective of entrepreneurship education, which directly impacts entrepreneurial intention (Souitaris et al., 2007; Mason and Arshed, 2013; Lv et al., 2021). Furthermore, Aliedan et al. (2023) pointed out that entrepreneurship education plays a key role in the cultivation of entrepreneurial intention. Gwynne (2008) describes that entrepreneurship education directly affects and is a key tool for enhancing entrepreneurial intention. Fragoso et al. (2020) conducted a study with Brazilian and Portuguese university students and confirmed that entrepreneurship education and training significantly positively impact entrepreneurial intention. For entrepreneurs, the combination of schooling in the early stages of their career and previous work experience can increase the knowledge needed to manage new ventures and stimulate their intention to start a business (Rae and Carswell, 2001). Additionally, Fayolle et al. (2006) showcased that entrepreneurship education has a significant positive impact on college students’ entrepreneurial intention. Two other studies further confirmed that entrepreneurship education effectively improves entrepreneurial intention, and described that the latter is the best index for predicting individual entrepreneurial behavior (Dehghanpour Farashah, 2013; Zhang et al., 2014). Moreover, some scholars have found that entrepreneurship education improves entrepreneurial alertness by cultivating college students’ creativity, in turn having a significant impact on their entrepreneurial intention (Obschonka et al., 2017). Thus, entrepreneurial learning creates a good entrepreneurial atmosphere and has a positive impact on entrepreneurial intention.

Sequeira et al. (2007) proposed a formation model for initial entrepreneurial behavior wherein social network learning is mainly accomplished by observing and learning from successful entrepreneurs within the network; in this model, social persuasion from network members can induce the belief that individuals can achieve entrepreneurship, which influences their entrepreneurial intention. Furthermore, Scherer et al. (1989) reported that between 35 and 70% of entrepreneurs are influenced by successful entrepreneurs within their social network, and that they continuously gain entrepreneurial experience and knowledge through this network, thereafter further stimulating their intention. BarNir et al. (2011) believes that social networks also promote role model learning, which not only provides valuable information about entrepreneurial opportunities but also sound entrepreneurial process guidance services and strong emotional support, thus enhancing individual entrepreneurial intention. According to Hills et al. (1997), the entrepreneurial opportunities identified by entrepreneurs who use social networks to mine entrepreneurial resources are significantly better than those identified by entrepreneurs who use solely the work environment. Overall, social networks can encourage and support entrepreneurial activity (Aldrich and Zimmer, 1985).

In addition, when examining entrepreneurial intentions among college students, several studies have shown the following results: significant and positive effects of encouragement and support from family members, relatives, and friends (Davidsson and Honig, 2003; Baughn et al., 2006); practical entrepreneurship education organization can positively affect the entrepreneurship learning process and increase entrepreneurship alertness and intention (Kuckertz, 2013); Luo et al. (2022) revealed that social relations can significantly impact and promote the entrepreneurial intention of college students; practical entrepreneurial learning helps students acquire relevant entrepreneurship experience, which both increases their understanding of the theory–reality gap and ability to identify entrepreneurial opportunities, thereby improving entrepreneurial intention (Ramsgaard and Østergaard, 2018).

According to these studies, scholars have categorized entrepreneurial learning styles based on different research perspectives, with a focus on college students’ conditions. Meanwhile, this study analyzed how entrepreneurial learning impacted intention by dividing the first into three components, namely entrepreneurial education, experiential, and social network learning. This led to the following hypotheses:







	

	
H1: Entrepreneurial education learning has a significant positive relationship with entrepreneurial intention.












	

	
H2: Experiential learning has a significant positive relationship with entrepreneurial intention.












	

	
H3: Social network learning has a significant positive relationship with entrepreneurship.








5.1.2. The relationship between entrepreneurial learning and entrepreneurial self-efficacy

Studies show that entrepreneurial learning can enhance self-confidence and promote behavioral processes relevant to the entrepreneur’s knowledge set. Specifically, entrepreneurial learning can improve entrepreneurial self-efficacy (Minniti and Bygrave, 2001), and Saeed et al. (2015) described that perceived educational support exerted the highest influence on entrepreneurial self-efficacy. Taking a qualitative approach, Rae and Carswell (2001) constructed a model of entrepreneurial learning, which is described as being able to improve entrepreneurial self-confidence and self-efficacy. Zhao et al. (2005) conducted two longitudinal surveys at two periods with 265 MBA students from five American universities, and then tested the relationships between entrepreneurship education learning, self-efficacy, and intention through a structural equation model; their results showed that entrepreneurship learning had a significant positive impact on entrepreneurial self-efficacy. Entrepreneurship education has also been shown to influence individuals to develop business plans and participate in sand table exercises, thereby improving their entrepreneurial self-efficacy (Wilson et al., 2007). Furthermore, entrepreneurs directly acquire achievement experience and foster a strong entrepreneurial self-efficacy through the repeated acquisition of outstanding achievements (Bandura, 1977). Thus, entrepreneurs can enhance their entrepreneurial self-efficacy not only through direct experience but also observational learning that helps them gain such experience.

Finally, Herron and Sapienza (1992) showed that the skills acquired through past achievements strengthen individual self-efficacy and promote the achievement of higher expectations, and a survey conducted with 804 college students in Zhejiang Province revealed that entrepreneurship education has a positive impact on entrepreneurial self-efficacy (Wu et al., 2021). These descriptions led to the following hypotheses:







	

	
H4: Entrepreneurship education learning has a significant positive relationship with entrepreneurial self-efficacy.












	

	
H5: Experiential learning has a significant positive relationship with entrepreneurial self-efficacy.












	

	
H6: Social network learning has a significant positive relationship with entrepreneurial self-efficacy.








5.1.3. The relationship between entrepreneurial self-efficacy and entrepreneurial intention

Entrepreneurial self-efficacy is a pre-test variable and an important predictor of entrepreneurial intention and behavior, as well as plays an active role in the formation and development of entrepreneurial intention (Boyd and Vozikis, 1994). Sequeira et al. (2007) found that high entrepreneurial self-efficacy and a strong social network enhanced individual entrepreneurial intention. Based on a comparison of two samples of American and Korean business school students and full-time managers, De Noble et al. (1999) found that entrepreneurial self-efficacy had a positive effect on entrepreneurial intention. Bullough et al. (2014) conducted a study with 272 entrepreneurs in Afghanistan, finding that high entrepreneurial self-efficacy could develop entrepreneurial intentions, even in a war environment.

Research also showed that individual entrepreneurial self-efficacy can be provided through education and training, thereby increasing the rate of potential entrepreneurial activity (Florin et al., 2007). Additionally, past experience and behavior can enhance entrepreneurial self-efficacy and, subsequently, the entrepreneurial intention of future entrepreneurs (McGee and Peterson, 2019). Zhao et al. (2005) conducted a survey with the same group of MBA students at an interval of 2 years, confirming that entrepreneurial self-efficacy was strongly and positively correlated with entrepreneurial intention. Within the context of Chinese college students, numerous scholars have carried out empirical research via questionnaire surveys and confirmed the significant positive impact of entrepreneurial self-efficacy on entrepreneurial intention (Liu et al., 2019; Chien-Chi et al., 2020; Li et al., 2020). Thus, the following hypothesis was developed:







	

	
H7: Entrepreneurial self-efficacy is significantly related to entrepreneurial intention.








5.1.4. The mediating role of entrepreneurial self-efficacy

Entrepreneurial self-efficacy was shown to fully mediate the relation between entrepreneurship-related curriculum learning and entrepreneurial intention (Chou et al., 2011). Yang et al. (2021) conducted a questionnaire survey with 1,393 college students across six universities, then conducted an empirical analysis to investigate how the entrepreneurship curriculum affected their entrepreneurial intention. The results showed that entrepreneurial self-efficacy played a particularly important intermediary role. Furthermore, many scholars have confirmed that entrepreneurial self-efficacy plays an intermediary role in the relationships between entrepreneurial education, the social network, environmental support, and many other factors related to entrepreneurial intentions among college students (Alam et al., 2015; Jiang et al., 2017; Roy et al., 2017). Meanwhile, entrepreneurial learning increases individual self-efficacy, which enhances individual entrepreneurial intention (Zhao et al., 2005; Wilson et al., 2007). In addition, Jiatong et al. (2021) conducted a survey with Chinese business students and found that entrepreneurial self-efficacy played a partial mediating role in the association of entrepreneurship education and entrepreneurial intention. This finding was supported by the results of the study by Li et al. (2020), who examined Chinese American college students’ entrepreneurial behavior. Based on the above, the following hypotheses were developed:







	

	
H8: Entrepreneurial self-efficacy plays a mediating role in the relationship between entrepreneurial education learning and entrepreneurial intention.












	

	
H9: Entrepreneurial self-efficacy plays a mediating role in the relationship between experiential learning and entrepreneurial intention.












	

	
H10: Entrepreneurial self-efficacy plays a mediating role in the relationship between social network learning and entrepreneurship intention.










6. Study 2: Quantitative research


6.1. Research approach

This study collected data through a questionnaire survey. The questionnaire content was developed based on Study 1’s data and by referencing the questionnaire design in previous literature, and the survey was conducted between March and May 2022. At present, there are 37 public universities and 23 private universities in Zhejiang Province; thus, 12 universities, including 7 public and 5 private universities, were randomly sampled.

To ensure sample quality, three indicators were used to screen the responses. First, according to an initial pretest’s completion time, it took 5 to 10 min to complete the questionnaire. Therefore, based on prior research, participants finishing the survey within 3 min were regarded as not filling it in responsibly, excluding their questionnaire from analysis. Second, a reverse question was included in the questionnaire design, so if a student gave a non-reversed answer, the questionnaire was excluded. Finally, questionnaires with repetitive results or extreme values were excluded. Participants were recruited through convenience sampling to reduce deviation, and the online survey website platform Questionnaire Star was used for survey dissemination. To improve recovery rate and effectiveness, teachers who were responsible for student work were selected to distribute and collect the questionnaires. Finally, 1,500 questionnaires were collected, of which 1,399 were valid (recovery rate of 93.3%).

The basic sociodemographic data of participants is as follows: 599 were male students (42.8%) and 800 were female students (57.2%); 366 students were in grade one (26.2%), 372 in grade two (26.6%), 336 in grade three (24%), 293 in grade four (20.9%), 32 in grade five (2.3%); 403 were science and engineering majors (28.8%), 387 economics and management majors (27.7%), 300 humanities, law and philosophy, and society majors (21.4%), 258 art and design majors (18.4%), and 51 other majors (3.6%). Moreover, 286 students participated in entrepreneurship competitions (20.4%) and 1,113 did not (79.6%). As for parental factors, 638 had parents with entrepreneurial experience (45.6%), while 761 had parents with no entrepreneurial experience (54.4%).



6.2. Research tools

The main questionnaire variables were entrepreneurial learning (i.e., entrepreneurial education, experiential, and social network learning), entrepreneurial self-efficacy, and entrepreneurial intention. All questionnaire items were rated using a 5-point Likert scale. SPSS version 22 and AMOS version 24 were used to analyze variable relationships.


6.2.1. Entrepreneurial learning

For the entrepreneurship learning scale, we mostly used scales developed by Hansen (1995), Franke and Lüthje (2004), Corbett (2007), and other scholars, while combining the maturity scale compiled in the specific context of our country, as divided into three dimensions (i.e., entrepreneurship education, experiential, and social network learning). Entrepreneurship education learning comprised four topics: creative entrepreneurship atmosphere on campus, social and management abilities cultivated by the curriculum, entrepreneurship knowledge acquired through curriculum, and the establishment and support of entrepreneurship associations. Experiential learning consisted of three parts: the experience accumulated in the process of starting a business, the decisions made based on experience, and lessons learned from failure. Social network learning comprised four topics: exchange of entrepreneurial experience and knowledge between relatives and friends, and contact and exchange involving government personnel, contact and exchange involving professional investment institutions, and contact and exchange involving potential customers and suppliers.



6.2.2. Entrepreneurial self-efficacy

The entrepreneurial self-efficacy scale mainly drew upon the scales of Liñán and Chen (2009) and other scholars, and it comprised three items: self-confidence to start a company, the ability to control the whole process of entrepreneurial self-confidence, and ability to clear the details of starting a business.



6.2.3. Entrepreneurial intention

The entrepreneurial intention scale mainly drew upon scales from Zhao et al. (2005), van Gelderen et al. (2008), and other scholars. The five items were: “I think I will start a business in the future,” “I will go all out to start my own business,” “Starting my own company is my real interest,” “I have systematic and in-depth thoughts about running my own company,” and “I have made full preparations for starting my own company.”

Under the constructed theoretical model, the first-order confirmatory factor analysis showed that the factor loadings of each item should ideally be higher than 0.7, and reliability was poor for items with factor loadings lower than 0.7. Thus, the corresponding items were deleted to ensure overall reliability. Specifically, the item on “the establishment and support of entrepreneurship associations” was deleted from the entrepreneurship education learning subscale, which ultimately consisted of three items. Furthermore, one question (“I have systematic and in-depth thoughts about running my own company“) was deleted from the entrepreneurship intention scale, which ultimately consisted of four items. Meanwhile, other items met the requirements of the relevant structural equation indicators, such as the fitting degree.




6.3. Results


6.3.1. Component reliability and convergent validity

According to Jackson et al. (2009), the measurement model should be evaluated prior to the structural equation analysis, such that the former can evaluate the latter. The main indexes for evaluating measurement models include composite reliability (CR) and average variance extracted (AVE). CR values refer to the combined reliability of all measurement variables, thus indicating the internal consistency of the structure index, with higher CR values indicating higher internal consistency. In this study, a CR of 0.7 was considered as an acceptable threshold (Fornell and Larcker, 1981). Meanwhile, AVE is the average of the explanatory power of the latent variables to the measured variables, and higher AVEs indicate higher convergent validity for the given dimension. In this study, the AVE should be greater than 0.5, with a value between 0.36–0.5 being considered an acceptable threshold (Fornell and Larcker, 1981).

This study imported survey data from all 1,399 participants into AMOS, then conducted a confirmatory factor analysis on the measurement model constructed for each dimension. As such, CR and AVE values were obtained (Table 2). Table 2 shows that the CR for the five dimensions exceeded 0.8, the AVE value exceeded 0.6, and the p-value was significant (<0.001), that is, the measurement model showed good composition reliability and convergent validity.


TABLE 2    Validation factor analysis for each dimension.
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6.3.2. Discriminant validity

Discriminant validity serves to assess whether items which measure one dimension have high loadings on other dimensions or whether items exhibit a cross-loading phenomenon (Bagozzi and Yi, 2012; Nunkoo et al., 2013). Table 3 shows the results for the analyses on discriminant validity, wherein the root value of AVE was greater than the correlation value between other dimensions; thus, each scale showed good discriminant validity.


TABLE 3    Discriminant validity.
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6.3.3. Structural equation modeling and analysis

According to the results for composition reliability, average variance extraction quantity, and discriminant validity of the five dimensions, the structural equation model was suitable. As shown in Figure 2, we referred to the relevant literature to construct a structural equation model that could explore the impact mechanism of the relationship between entrepreneurial learning and entrepreneurial intention.


[image: image]

FIGURE 2
Structural equation model results. EI, entrepreneurial intention; EEL, entrepreneurial education learning; EL, experiential learning; ESE, entrepreneurial self-efficacy; SNL, social network learning.


The goodness-of-fit correlation indexes of that model, as analyzed by analyzed by AMOS version 24, were as follows: Chi-squared/df = 2.771, which was less than 3; GFI = 0.975, AGFI = 0.965, CFI = 0.990, TLI = 0.987, which were all more than 0.9; RMSEA = 0.036, which was less than 0.08; SRMR = 0.0217, which was less than 0.05. When the sample size is more than 200, the significance of the model can easily reach the significant level without marking. These fit indexes showed that the model fitted the data very well.



6.3.4. Model global structure test

As shown in Table 4, the regression coefficients and parameter estimates of the latent variables obtained via AMOS 24 show the following: the significant P-value of experiential learning to entrepreneurial self-efficacy was 0.002 (i.e., less than 0.01), the significant P-value of entrepreneurial education learning was 0.27 (i.e., more than 0.05), and the significant P-values of other dimensions were less than 0.001. The results show that entrepreneurial self-efficacy had a significant impact on entrepreneurial intention, while entrepreneurial education learning and social network learning had significant positive impacts on entrepreneurial self-efficacy, and experiential learning had a significant negative impact on entrepreneurial self-efficacy. There were no significant effects between entrepreneurial education learning and entrepreneurial intention, experiential learning, and social network learning, while entrepreneurial self-efficacy had a significant positive effect on entrepreneurial intention. These findings support H2, H3, H4, H6, and H7, but reject H1 and H5, although the two dimensions in H5 had negative and significant effects.


TABLE 4    Estimation of regression coefficient and parameter.
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As shown in Table 4, entrepreneurial self-efficacy fully mediated the relationship between entrepreneurial education learning and entrepreneurial intention; partially mediated the relationship between experiential learning and entrepreneurial intention; partially mediated the relationship between social network learning and entrepreneurial intention. These results support H8, H9, and H10.





7. Discussions and conclusion


7.1. Research discussions

This study conducted an empirical analysis that led to the following conclusions (Figure 3): Entrepreneurship education learning had a significant positive impact on entrepreneurial self-efficacy, in line with the findings of the studies by Gwynne (2008), Dehghanpour Farashah (2013), Zhang et al. (2014), and Obschonka et al. (2017). Social network learning was significantly positively correlated with entrepreneurial self-efficacy, and the path coefficient between them was 0.756, the largest influence coefficient among all latent variables. Therefore, entrepreneurial self-efficacy plays a crucial intermediary role in the association of social network learning and entrepreneurial intention.


[image: image]

FIGURE 3
Structural equation model results: path diagram. EI, entrepreneurial intention; EEL, entrepreneurial education learning; EL, experiential learning; ESE, entrepreneurial self-efficacy; SNL, social network learning. **p < 0.01 and ***p < 0.001.


Due to Confucianism, people in China attach great importance to interpersonal relationships, making it so that the suggestions of parents and friends can impact college students’ entrepreneurship-related decisions. Furthermore, China’s long-term and close social networks provide a good learning platform where entrepreneurs can obtain significant entrepreneurial resources. Based on the path coefficients in the structural equation model, our results show that social network learning had the greatest impact on enhancing entrepreneurial self-efficacy in our sample. However, experiential learning had a significant negative effect on entrepreneurial self-efficacy, which is contrary to the results of previous literature (Bandura, 1977; Wilson et al., 2007; Holcomb et al., 2009), and constitutes a new finding of this study. This outcome could be related to the impact of the current economic situation, with the COVID-19 pandemic having resulted in many enterprises going bankrupt; that is, it may not have been easy for college students to handle the negative impacts of entrepreneurship. Furthermore, the questionnaire data showed that most students had not experienced entrepreneurial failure and thus, could not positively judge the entrepreneurial experience. In addition, college students lack a certain degree of frustration education, and their acceptance of failure is limited.

Experiential learning and social network learning had a significant positive effect on entrepreneurial intention; however, there was no significant relationship between entrepreneurial education learning and entrepreneurial intention, a finding that goes against those in previous research, wherein entrepreneurial education had a direct effect on entrepreneurial intention (Crant, 1996; Souitaris et al., 2007; Anwar and Saleem, 2019; Jiatong et al., 2021; Aliedan et al., 2022). In our study, nonetheless, the path coefficient between the two is only 0.039, and this could have been, again, related to the COVID-19 epidemic. On this topic, Kuckertz (2013) showed that the direct impact of entrepreneurship education learning on entrepreneurial intention was primarily due to the practical learning style of entrepreneurship education. Still, to prevent the spread of COVID-19, colleges and universities across China adopted policies aimed at minimizing contact, such as implementing online teaching activities. This may have affected practical entrepreneurship education learning to a certain extent. Specifically, online teaching may have enabled only for theoretical entrepreneurship education to be carried out, which is bound to have an insufficient impact on entrepreneurship intention.

Our results also showed that entrepreneurial self-efficacy mediated the relationships of entrepreneurial education learning, experiential learning, social network learning and entrepreneurial intention, concurring with the findings of previous studies (Zhao et al., 2005; Wilson et al., 2007; Saeed et al., 2015; Li et al., 2020; Jiatong et al., 2021). This is because entrepreneurship education learning can enhance college students’ entrepreneurial self-awareness, social network learning can increase college students’ entrepreneurial self-confidence, and experiential learning can promote college students’ entrepreneurial practice experience. Thus, to enhance the entrepreneurial self-efficacy of college students, the entrepreneurial intention of college students must be improved.



7.2. Research conclusion

According to the above empirical conclusions, only H1 and H5 were not supported, albeit the two dimensions related to H5 showed a significant negative impact. Hereinafter we describe the theoretical and practical implications of the study.

Regarding theoretical implications, our study supplements the current evidence on the impact of various types of entrepreneurial learning on entrepreneurial intention, as well as newly introduced entrepreneurial self-efficacy as an intermediary variable to build a conceptual model comprising entrepreneurial learning, entrepreneurial self-efficiency, and entrepreneurial intention. The study also empirically tested the intermediary role of entrepreneurial self-efficacy on the relation of entrepreneurial learning and entrepreneurial intention, and clarified its internal relations. In sum, this research enriches entrepreneurial learning theory and provides the theoretical model of entrepreneurial learning-entrepreneurial self-efficacy-entrepreneurial intention.

Regarding practical implications, by putting forward the aforementioned theoretical model with entrepreneurial self-efficacy and testing it empirically, we help improve the theoretical framework of entrepreneurship and deliver related empirical evidence that may be useful for implementers and decision-makers of entrepreneurial education to develop effective learning programs, which may in turn enhance college students’ entrepreneurial intention. Based on the empirical results, government departments, universities, and relevant decision-making departments can continuously improve the social environment of entrepreneurial learning, effectively promote college students’ entrepreneurial self-efficacy, innovation ability, and entrepreneurial behavior. This may then help promote the healthy development of the whole social economy.

Our evidence allows us to put forward the following three suggestions. First, by strengthening the cooperation with enterprises, colleges and universities can: further promote the integration of industry and education and effectively combine theory and practice; stimulate college students’ entrepreneurial thinking and interest in class; create a good entrepreneurial atmosphere; strengthen the construction of an entrepreneurship education curriculum; enhance the practical training link in college students’ innovation and entrepreneurship curriculum; improve college students’ learning investment in entrepreneurship curriculum in order to promote in them a sense of entrepreneurial self-efficacy. Through different learning methods used entrepreneurship education, activities aimed at enhancing students’ sense of entrepreneurial self-efficacy could be consciously added to the design and implementation of curriculum teaching, so that college students can give positive and valuable feedback while learning, overcome their difficulties in entrepreneurship practice projects, and interaction quality can be improved.

Second, the government and universities can create a good social environment for, and improve the ecosystem of, entrepreneurship learning. Particularly, they can set up entrepreneurship competitions for college students, provide free places for the practice of entrepreneurship, and strengthen positive guidance and frustration education when facing college students’ experiential learning education. This can enable college students to improve their understanding of entrepreneurship, as well as accumulate experience and increase acceptance of entrepreneurship failure in advance.

Third, Chinese traditional Confucian culture pays more attention to the individual interests brought by Guanxi, which in turn deeply affects the potential entrepreneurs’ entrepreneurial learning. Chinese universities should, thus, give due attention to entrepreneurial learners’ social communication skills development, improve their information technology ability, and give them more opportunities to form social entrepreneurial networks with peer entrepreneurs to promote their entrepreneurial intention. In addition, schools and government agencies could, in addition to financial policy support, provide support for potential entrepreneurs by giving them opportunities to engage with entrepreneurship mentors and social entrepreneurship networks.



7.3. Research limitations and future prospects

While the current findings enrich entrepreneurial learning theory, this study is not without its limitations. First, this study only investigated students in Zhejiang Province, which limits generalizability to other provinces and cities in China. Due to China’s vast territory and abundant resources, different geographical conditions may entail variations in entrepreneurial environments and resources, which may influence entrepreneurial learning. Therefore, future studies should expand the sample size and region to improve research applicability.

Second, experiential learning had a significant negative impact on entrepreneurial self-efficacy, which conflicts with many previous findings. As this study did not comprehensively analyze the reasons for this discrepancy, future studies should focus on the specific contributing factors for this impact.

Third, this study explored the impacts of entrepreneurial learning, self-efficacy, and intention without controlling for profession, gender, and other variables. Future studies should further analyze the impacts of these factors on entrepreneurial intention to improve the accuracy of any results. In addition, under the background of Chinese traditional culture, it may also be a worthwhile endeavor for future researchers to explore the impact of Guanxi on college students’ entrepreneurial intention.
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acquired through the curriculum
EL The experience accumulated in the 1.000 0.873 0.762 0.898 0.745
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