Abstract

Qualitative research contributes to the diversity of academic inquiry in entrepreneurship and can help advance rich insights about entrepreneurial phenomena that may not be available otherwise. To bolster the growing interest for qualitative research in entrepreneurship and cast light on prevailing practices, we analyze the body of qualitative studies reported by entrepreneurship researchers. Focusing on 187 qualitative works published between 1989 and 2015 in quality journals, we offer an in-depth understanding of the state of qualitative research in entrepreneurship and unearth hitherto invisible patterns in common practices of published qualitative investigations. Based on our research, we also highlight fertile directions for future scholarship interested in taking a qualitative approach to entrepreneurship research. 
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Qualitative Research in Entrepreneurship Studies: A State-of-Science

1. Introduction
As an academic field, entrepreneurship is young
 (Ireland, Reutzel, & Webb, 2005), yet immensely popular (Aldrich, 2012). Consider that entrepreneurship is one of the biggest divisions with the Academy of Management (Wiklund, Davidsson, Audretsch, & Karlsson, 2011), demand for entrepreneurship researchers continues to grow worldwide (Welter & Lasch, 2008), and there is now a proliferation of journals and conferences targeted at scholarship in this area (Landstrom, 2015). Given the obstacles and challenges that new academic fields need to surmount for gaining legitimacy (Hambrick & Chen, 2008), the progress made by entrepreneurship research within a relatively short period of time is quite impressive (Cornelius, Landstrom, & Persson, 2006). A key factor in the flourishing of entrepreneurship inquiry is the methodological plurality of the work done by researchers in this area.  There are a number of different aspects of the greater methodological diversity in the field, and the one that will be the focus of this article is the growing diffusion of qualitative research in entrepreneurship studies (Neergaard & Ulhoi, 2007).

At a basic level, qualitative research refers to studies that attempt to make sense of phenomena in its natural setting, focusing on the meanings that people bring to their work (Bluhm, Harman, Lee, & Mitchell, 2011; Lee, 1999). Qualitative inquiry has a long and storied tradition in the social sciences (Myers, 2013), where it has been used to acquire in-depth understanding by paying attention to the experiences and views of participants (Gephart, 2004). While social science research has often been accused of being dominated by quantitative approaches originally developed for studying the natural world (Chiles, Bluedorn, & Gupta, 2007; Morgan & Smircich, 1980), there is no denying that “qualitative research has enjoyed a surge of popularity” in recent years so that the absolute number of qualitative studies published in business and management is on the rise (Major and Savin-Baden, 2010: 11). Remarkably, contemporary qualitative research encompasses diverse theoretical approaches and methodological practices for discovering and generating new knowledge (Hesse-Biber, Rodriguez, & Frost, 2015). 
In entrepreneurship studies, qualitative research has come to be appreciated for its ability to impose conceptual order on fuzzy, dynamic, and complex entrepreneurial activities (Chiles, Vultee, Gupta, Greeing, & Tuggle, 2010). Qualitative investigations are considered inherently suitable for extracting key information in a comprehensive, yet concise, manner about highly complex, ambiguous, turbulent, and multi-faceted phenomena that characterize entrepreneurship. For its proponents, qualitative inquiry is suitable for obtaining novel and original insights about entrepreneurship (Gartner & Birley, 2002), and advances the field by “providing unique, memorable, socially important, and theoretically meaningful contributions to scholarly discourse and organizational life” (Gephart, 2004: 461).   

The purpose of the present study is to take stock of qualitative research in entrepreneurship as a way to understand what has been done so far and identify fruitful avenues for productive inquiry going forward. It has been argued that entrepreneurship has emerged as a popular destination for scholars from a broad spectrum of backgrounds and trainings entering the field (Acs & Audretsch, 2003). Although some estimate that 60-80% of entrepreneurship articles published are quantitative in orientation (Harrison & Leitch, 2014), there is also a feeling of methodological openness in entrepreneurship (Neergaard & Ulhoi, 2007), with special consideration given to qualitative investigations. Recent efforts to consolidate qualitative research in entrepreneurship have been relative limited in scope, focusing either on particular topics within entrepreneurship (e.g., family business; Reay & Zhang, 2013) or on small selection of journals (e.g., Hlady-Rispal & Jouison-Laffitte, 2014; Neergaard, 2014). The authors of these articles, as well as others (Smith, McElwee, McDonald, &, Dodd 2013), suggest that the time is ripe for a comprehensive assessment of the growing body of knowledge falling under the broad umbrella of qualitative research in entrepreneurship. More broadly, it is useful to pause periodically and take stock of the progress made in the field as a way to identify strengths and weaknesses in the accumulated body of knowledge (Kuhn, 1970). Accordingly, our goal in the current investigation is to conduct a probing and incisive research synthesis of studies within the qualitative tradition in entrepreneurship, providing a detailed multi-faceted view of the state-of-science in the literature spanning the last quarter century.  

There is considerable agreement among researchers that reflective efforts synthesizing and critiquing current state of inquiry in an area are invaluable for scientific progress (Sarkar, Xiao, & Beaulien, 2013). As Cooper (2009: 1) observed, “trustworthy accounts that accumulate past research are a necessary condition for orderly knowledge building.” While research synthesis is always somewhat reductionist (Sandelowski, Docherty, & Emden, 1997), its value lies in opening up spaces for new insights and understandings to emerge, which then creates a solid foundation for future knowledge development (Reay & Zhang, 2013). Accordingly, we hope to make specific theoretical and empirical contributions in the present study. First, the nature of scientific research dictates that each individual study is at best a ‘little island of knowledge’ (Glaser & Strauss, 1971), examining only a small and specific aspect of the field not covered by other studies. When taken together, published articles reveal many pieces of the larger explanatory puzzle (Suddaby, Bruton, & Si, 2015), but researchers are still left with the “big task and big problem” of integrating disparate investigations (Sarasvathy, 1999). As result, it is only through systematic consolidation of a body of work that the nuances, assumptions, and textures of varying accounts can be exposed to reveal aspects of the target phenomena not glimpsed in individual standalone studies (Short, 2009). In this spirit, a major contribution of the present study is to integrate qualitative research in entrepreneurship, with an eye toward deriving novel insights that provide a balanced perspective on the relative strengths and weaknesses of the literature.  

Second, despite the demand for more qualitative studies in entrepreneurship specifically and organization research generally, there exists little agreement on the major elements of such research (Bansal & Corley, 2012). Statham (1988) coined the phrase ‘analytic interruptus’ to criticize researchers for not going far enough to reveal the key emphases areas considered in qualitative inquiry. This inattention to the constituents of qualitative inquiry is not a trivial matter as it strains the credulity of the research community, leaves scholars at a loss when they undertake their own research, and blurs the boundary between fanciful and robust scholarship, fogging the real import of academic inquiry (Huberman & Miles, 2002). To address this issue, we focus attention on seven core aspects- “anatomical components” as Sarkar et al. (2013) refer to them- of qualitative investigations identified from prior research. Our efforts gain greater salience when one considers that the range, richness, and variety of entrepreneurial phenomena can make it difficult to grasp what constitutes sound qualitative examination in entrepreneurship studies. In effect, taking to heart Hindle’s (2004: 577) concern that “unless entrepreneurship … begin[s] to embrace higher volumes of higher caliber qualitative research, the relevance and potency of the entrepreneurial canon will be severely compromised”, we look inside the proverbial ‘black box’ to reveal the key elements that strengthen the integrity and rigor of qualitative inquiry. 
Finally, we seek to speak to the ongoing debate about the receptivity of premier journals to qualitative entrepreneurship research. While editors of many top management journals publicly commit to qualitative inquiry (Gephart, 2004; Shah & Corley, 2006), few qualitative studies seem to actually find their way to the published pages of quality journals (Bluhm et al., 2011; Chiles et al., 2007). Indeed, as was recently noted, despite broad support for qualitative research among management scholars, such inquiry “faces greater obstacles to publication in top-tier journals” (Wright, 2016). This commitment-publication paradox is especially glaring in entrepreneurship studies (Neergaard, 2007), where there is considerable concern that scholarship of dubious or uncertain quality can undermine the scientific progress made so far (Coviello, 2014; Graebner, Martin, & Roundy, 2012). Such concerns are amplified by those who resist efforts to define ‘goodness’ in the varieties of practices designated as qualitative inquiry (Engel & Kuzel, 1992). We hope our research will cast original light on what kinds of qualitative entrepreneurship research make it to quality journals, enabling us to provide actionable advice on crafting and presenting investigative efforts in ways that make them more palatable to reviewers and editors. 
On the empirical side, in contrast to the wave of quantitative research synthesis in recent years (defined as quantitative consolidation of quantitative studies), much less consideration has been given to qualitative research synthesis (defined as, qualitative consolidation of qualitative studies; Major & Savin-Baden, 2010; Sandelowski, Docherty, & Emden, 1997)
. The lack of attention to qualitatively integrating purely qualitative studies means that scholars of different fields have scant guidance on how to make sense of knowledge accumulating within qualitative research in their own disciplines (Walsh & Downe, 2005). We hope to provide a roadmap for researchers in other academic fields to summarize and integrate qualitative efforts with the goal of maximizing returns to their research endeavors. Notably, scholars in a number of disciplines now recognize that qualitative inquiry is an integral part of evidence-based research, contributing to the deployment of knowledge generated from qualitative studies in public policy and practice (Myers, 2013).

2. Understanding Qualitative Research

Theory advancement is a central purpose of organizational research (Shepherd & Suddaby, 2016). Even when there are concerns about possible overemphasis on theory in our journals (Hambrick, 2007), there is no denying that theory is the foundation on which organizational knowledge is constructed (Devers, Misangyi, & Gamache, 2014). Since the 1980s, the use of qualitative research for knowledge development in organizational studies has grown exponentially and continues to expand (Shah & Corley, 2006). Consistent with the notion that “science is doing your damnedest to understand with no holds barred” (Gherardi & Turner, 2002: xx)
, researchers across various disciplines have turned toward qualitative inquiry as a legitimate way of scientific investigation. For its supporters, the growing popularity of qualitative research in organizational research reflects the fact that it is getting better and more inventive at producing new insights that can then be combined for advancing knowledge (Gephart, 2004). It is informative that within the last few years, several editors and authors grappling with the question of ‘what makes organizational research interesting’ have observed that the most intriguing research articles published in top journals often feature qualitative inquiry (Bartunek, Rynes, & Ireland, 2006; Gephart, 2004)
.  

Qualitative research is considered inherently appropriate for advancing knowledge in the area of entrepreneurship (Neergaard & Ulhoi, 2007). The complex, dynamic, and embedded phenomena of interest to entrepreneurship scholars can be theorized and researched using qualitative approaches in ways that have not been possible in traditional entrepreneurship research (Gartner & Birley, 2002). As Edelman, Manolova and Brush (2008: 263) observed, such distinctively entrepreneurial issues as “newness, innovation, and creation” are well served by qualitative investigations. Furthermore, qualitative research is well-suited to answering questions about ‘who’, ‘why’, and ‘how’, which are critical to the advancement of knowledge in entrepreneurship (Chiles et al., 2010). Finally, as Suddaby et al. (2015: 2) noted, qualitative inquiry “can help overcome ideational ruts and cul-de-sacs of prior theorizing” about entrepreneurial phenomena. For many, qualitative research offers the best hope for answering the original and pressing questions that entrepreneurship researchers are grappling with in their scholarship (Gartner & Birley, 2002; Hindle, 2004). Indeed, qualitative inquiry is now viewed as the key ingredient in the compound of “creativity/imagination, experimental and playful approaches, and …passionate curiosity” prescribed as a tonic for entrepreneurship research (Hjorth, 2008: 329).  

Like with any area of scholarship, there are many claims, assumptions, and “things we just know to be true” (Lance, Butts, & Michels, 2006: 202) that have been passed on as “received doctrines” about qualitative research. An exhaustive discussion of all such misconceptions is outside the scope of this paper, as our focus is on the three most prominent misunderstandings here
. First, qualitative research is often considered “soft” (Gherardi & Turner, 2002), largely because it is believed to lack the hardness that comes from numbers (Maxwell, 1992). For some (e.g., Linnekin, 1987), numbers are a sort of “litmus test” differentiating good science from the rest. In effect, numbers are believed to be at the heart of all scientific advancement since Enlightenment so that qualitative approaches reflect going “back to the metaphysics of supposition” (Smith & Anderson, 2007: 436). Indeed, Sandelowski (2001) contends that “real qualitative researchers do not count and cannot count” so that qualitative research tends to be “non- or anti-number”.  Yet, the truth is that qualitative research is not absolutely averse to quantifying information (Becker, 1970; Sandelowski, Voils, & Knafl, 2009). The qualitative tradition is also “not an easy haven for innumerate scientists” (Black, 1994: 3426). Indeed, good qualitative research encourages presenting information in whatever way is most efficient and effective, including, when appropriate, summarizing data into numbers that can be readily understood (Gherardi & Turner, 2002). 

Second, qualitative research is usually equated with interpretive inquiry (Shah & Corley, 2006). As Conboy, Fitzgerald, and Mathiassen (2012) noted, many reviewers and editors routinely confound qualitative research with an interpretivist stance. However, qualitative research can be interpretive, but it may also be deductive and functional in orientation (Lee, 1999). In this vein, Bansal and Corley (2012) observed that while qualitative papers often tend to be inductively inclined, they may also have a more deductive flavor (see Bitektine (2008) for a discussion of deductive qualitative research). Echoing this sentiment, Bettis, Gambardella, Helfat, and Mitchell (2015: 637) recently noted that “qualitative works sometimes builds deductively on prior work…[and] can also begin inductively.” It is also possible to combine induction and deduction in qualitative research (Pratt, 2009) as was the case with Ross and Staw (1986)’s classic investigation into escalation of commitment during the Vancouver World Expo. 
Interestingly, for many researchers, qualitative study is suitable solely for nascent areas of scholarship with little or no theory (Edmondson & McManus, 2007). Some believe that the notion of resting the legitimacy of qualitative research on its exploratory role can be traced back to Glaser and Strauss (1967)’s ground-breaking work (Welch, Plakoyiannaki, Piekkari, & Mantymaki, 2013). It is often argued that qualitative research is simply the initial and preliminary work needed to support future quantitative investigations (Barton & Lazarsfeld, 1961; Davidsson, 2016). However, contrary to such beliefs relegating qualitative research merely to exploratory forays (Welch et al., 2013), areas where strong theory does exists also offer fertile grounds for qualitative research as it can challenge taken-for-granted assumptions, surface new constructs, and spotlight problems and questions not considered before (Bansal, 2013). 


Having provided a brief overview of what qualitative research is (and is not)
, we now turn our attention to the central purpose of our investigation: analyzing and synthesizing qualitative entrepreneurship research published in leading journals. In doing so, we follow a similar format to Sarkar et al’s (2011) synthesis of qualitative inquiry in information systems discipline, while also heeding Pratt’s (2008) criteria for assessing ‘good’ qualitative research. The research questions that guide our focused analysis include: (1) What is the trend in publishing qualitative entrepreneurship research?; (2) Where is the field in terms of the ‘anatomical components’
 of qualitative inquiry: research design, research methods (number and novelty), theoretical purpose, transparency, and research presentation; (3) How do the different aspects of qualitative methodology contribute to cumulative knowledge development in entrepreneurship? In answering these questions, we take inspiration from best practices for reducing the data while enhancing its meaning by ‘counting the countable’ (Lee, 1999). Our goal is therefore not to thoroughly dissect each relevant article published during the sample period (which would be impossible given the ‘broad net’ we cast to identify articles)
, but to unearth patterns characterizing various aspects of the body of knowledge collectively considered qualitative research in entrepreneurship. 
Our targeted investigation of the state of qualitative research in entrepreneurship should reveal criteria met by qualitative studies that make it to top-tier journals, thereby contributing to conversations about strengthening the writing and evaluation of qualitative research (Coviello, 2014; Pratt, 2008). More broadly, we hope our investigation contributes favorably to the ongoing stream of methodological inquiry in entrepreneurship research (Low & Macmillan, 1988; Chandler & Lyon, 2001; Chiles, et al., 2007) and aids entrepreneurship researchers in their pursuit of answers to questions important to the field (Baker & Welter, 2015). This is an important contribution because methodology can “constrain or bias our understanding of the phenomenon” (Suddaby et al., 2015: 2), and yet methodology is rarely the center of discussion in academic scholarship (Pettigrew, 2013). Thus, we hope to speak to the conversation about research methodology, specifically focusing on a small (but growing), community of qualitative scholars, for the purpose of improving both the execution and evaluation of empirical research in entrepreneurship as well as those in other disciplines that may benefit from it. 
3. Methods

3.1. Literature search and inclusion criteria

Following prior research (e.g. Shepherd, Williams & Patzelt, 2015; Gregiore, Corbett & McMullan , 2011), we draw our sample using criterion sampling (Patton , 1990)
. Specifically, we searched three references databases- EBSCO’s Business Source Complete, ProQuest’s ABI/INFORM- Complete (Business), and EBSCO’s PsycInfo- for articles with specific keywords that capture entrepreneurship and qualitative research. Business Source complete and ABI/INFORM databases include articles pertaining to the large domain of business studies, and PsycInfo covered articles published in psychology (Gregiore et al., 2011). Because there is no consensus yet on “what entrepreneurship truly is” (Davidsson, 2016: 3; Shane, 2012), we relied on Shepherd et al. (2015) to obtain keywords for our search for entrepreneurship articles: opportunity(ies), founder(s)(founder*), entrepreneur(s), entrepreneurism, entrepreneurial, and entrepreneurship (entrepreneur*)
. The keywords to search for qualitative articles were obtained from Bluhm et al. (2011): qualitative, ethnography (ethnographic), interview, case study (ies), content analysis, and discourse analysis. 

It is generally believed that publications that undergo rigorous peer review are of higher quality than those that do not go through peer review such as book chapters or unpublished works (Bryman, 2004). Accordingly, we limited our search to peer reviewed articles published in SSCI indexed journals between 1988 and 2015 (inclusively). It has been argued that the empirical journal article “represents a distinct genre” that merits consideration because “of its central influence on the modern academy” (Welch et al., 2013: 246). We choose 1988 as the starting point since it captures articles published after Low and McMillan (1988) advised entrepreneurship researchers to pay attention to the appropriateness and efficacy of methods in investigating phenomena of interest
. Our initial search yielded 562 articles. We took several steps to further refine our sample. First, we eliminated articles that used a mix of qualitative and quantitative methods
. Second, we looked at the ranking of the journals based on the 2013 ABDC journal quality list and selected only articles published in journals with A* and A rankings to focus our sample to those published in good quality journals. As Honig (2015: 474) noted, “journals vary considerably on what is acceptable scholarship”, so that merging all published studies in one synthesis runs the risk of equally weighing studies of varying quality. It was therefore considered advisable to concentrate our efforts on journals meeting minimum quality criteria. Finally, we limited the articles to those published in journals covered in Katz’ (2016) list for entrepreneurship scholars. Given that entrepreneurship research is published in a wide variety of journals (Davidsson, 2016), it seemed prudent to focus attention on the core body of knowledge in the area.  
Our final sample comprised of 187 articles published in eleven journals (see Table 1 for summary information). During the period of study, four journals each contributed more than 10% of the sample articles:  Journal of Business Venturing (JBV; 52 of the 187 articles, which is about 28% of our sample), International Small Business Journal (ISBJ; 34 articles), Entrepreneurship & Regional Development (ERD; 34 articles), and Entrepreneurship Theory & Practice (ETP; 25 articles)
. The remaining seven journals together contributed less than a quarter of the sample articles (42 of 187). 
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3.2. Overview of the coding process

We started by developing a comprehensive coding scheme for our investigation. Our first task was to identify conceptual areas covered by qualitative entrepreneurship research. Given the continued lack of consensus about the exact domain of entrepreneurship research (Shane, 2012), it is not surprising that “no widely accepted categorization of different streams of entrepreneurship research” exists (Schildt, Zahra, & Sillanpaa, 2006: 1042). To make sense of the widely acknowledged heterogeneity of entrepreneurship research, and in the spirit of cumulative knowledge development, we employed Busenitz et al’s (2003) four-pronged classification of key research areas in entrepreneurship: opportunities, individual /teams (actors), mode of organizing, and environment. Welter and Lasch (2008) noted that Busenitz et al’s specification of key conceptual areas played a valuable role in the subsequent development of entrepreneurship research. Not surprisingly, this four-pronged classification was recently deployed to track trends and shifts in the entrepreneurship literature over a 25-year period (Busenitz, Plummer, Klotz, Shahzad, & Rhoads, 2014).  
It is a common belief that “writing succinct and persuasive papers remains a challenge for most qualitative researchers” (Conboy et al., 2012: 115). As has often been noted, there is no singular “accepted boilerplate’ for writing up qualitative research (Pratt, 2009: 856). Qualitative research often involves making a persuasive argument, and so the manner in which the argument is presented can be one way to augment the quality of the writing and enhance its credibility. To identify presentation approaches used in sample articles, we use Langley and Abdallah’s (2011) typology for presenting qualitative studies: Eisenhardt style and Gioia style (named after researchers most closely affiliated with these traditions), practice turn, and discursive turn. Reay (2014) contends that the first two approaches (Eisenhardt and Gioia styles) have largely become standardized among scholars, while the latter two (practice and discursive) are at a nascent stage. 
We also looked at five key aspects of qualitative investigations: research design, number of research methods, theoretical purpose, novelty of methods, and procedural transparency (Lee, 1999). These characteristics allow us to closely examine the status of qualitative research in entrepreneurship, as well as also enable us to assess the progress made within such research. The use of unconventional or novel methods, for example, is a sign of development as new methods often inspire researchers to ask original and productive questions that may not have otherwise occurred to them (Suddaby et al., 2015). Commitment to a narrow range of prescribed methods limits researchers to ask only the kinds of questions those methods can answer and to forego questions that require other less familiar techniques (Gartner & Birley, 2002). 

Reay and Zhang (2013) note that researchers “sometime talk as if qualitative research is all the same”, which obscures the significant differences between various research designs within the qualitative tradition. To code research design, we followed Creswell’s (2003) distinction between single case study, multiple case study, ethnography, grounded theory, narrative, and phenomenology. We also included the option of ‘hybrid design’ to account for the possibility that researchers may employ multiple qualitative research designs (e.g., grounded theory and multiple case studies; Makela & Maula, 2006; Marvel, Griffin, Hebda, & Vojak, 2007). Following Bluhm et al. (2011), data collection methods were coded as interviews, archival, content analysis, focus groups, observation, diaries, interventions, discussion, internet forums, and questionnaire. Once again, we included ‘hybrid’ option to account for the possibility that researchers may obtain data through multiple qualitative techniques in a single empirical study. We examined both the number of research methods used as well as novelty of methods. Less common research designs including focus groups, diaries, interventions, discussion, internet forums, and content analysis were considered novel methods (Neergaard & Ulhoi, 2007). 

It has been argued that “if research consisted only of heaps of information, it would be no more than a chaotic bundle of statements, impossible to decipher or evaluate or apply to any meaningful purpose” (Harrington, 2005: 5). Theory provides a “linguistic tool” for organizing the complexities of the social world, and so quality journals emphasize the need for clear theoretical purpose to merit publication (Colquitt & Zapata-Phelan, 2007: 1281). Journals expect submissions to ‘test, extend, or build’ strong theory (Lee, 1999). Accordingly, theoretical purpose was coded based on how the article sought to advance knowledge: articles creating new theory that yielded testable research propositions were coded as theory generation, articles based on pre-existing model or conceptual framework in which formal hypotheses were not included were categorized as theory elaboration, and articles developing formal hypothesis from existing literature were coded as theory testing (Lee, Mitchell, & Sablynski, 1999). 

Following the advice that transparency in research procedures improves research quality and facilitates methodological consistency across studies (Gephart, 2004, Pratt, 2008), we also coded for procedural transparency of sample articles. Each article was carefully read to assess whether it reported sufficient information about data collection and analysis for the study to be replicated by an independent researcher
. For some, descriptions of data collection and analysis described in a paper are a sort of ‘recipe’ that can be followed to closely replicate the investigation (Schmidt, 2009)
. Following Bluhm et al. (2011), articles offering detailed descriptions of research design and analysis were coded as transparent (highest level). If information was missing for one aspect of the study or simply not detailed enough for multiple aspects of the design and analysis, the article was coded as mostly transparent (middling level) and if descriptions of data collection and analysis were incomplete, missing, or extremely vague, it was coded as non-transparent (lowest level). 

The seven-faceted elaborate coding scheme was used to code each article independently by two coders. There were a total of four coders, all of who were familiar with entrepreneurship research. The (few) inter-coder discrepancies that came up during the coding process were resolved by a third coder.  

4. Analyses and Results
4.1 Basic Descriptives
The general temporal trend of qualitative entrepreneurship research is shown in figure 1. Notably, and consistent with the observation that the period after 1999 has seen a significant growth in the use and acceptance of qualitative research (Welch et al., 2013), the majority of the research in our sample was published since the turn of the century. We also find that though the number of qualitative entrepreneurship articles ebb and wane over the years, the overall trajectory is upward. Consider that only 2 qualitative articles in our sample were published in 1990, and this number increased twelve-fold to 24 in 2015. This growth has come at least partly from the special issues commissioned in some of the sample journals. For example, JBV published special issues on qualitative research in entrepreneurship in 2002 (Gartner & Birley, 2002) and 2015 (Suddaby et al., 2015), and these years correspond to spikes in our sample.
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Table 2 summarizes basic descriptive information pertaining to the sample articles. Prior research has noted the presence of American and European research communities in entrepreneurship (Edelman, Manolova, &, Brush 2008), with the latter showing a greater preference for qualitative research than the former (Welter & Lasch, 2008). We find that Europe (with UK included) far outpaced the US in publishing qualitative research in entrepreneurship (at least in terms of first author affiliation), though the UK and US are about equally represented in country affiliations of first authors. Some have argued that qualitative research is feminine (compared to more ‘masculine’ quantitative research: Bailey, White, & Pain, 1999). We find that a majority of the studies in our sample (about 55%) were helmed by male authors. We also found that 49 studies in our sample are single authored, 77 two authored, and 61 three authors or more. While there is a “growing tendency for co-authorship…in almost all scientific disciplines” (Acdeo, Barroso, Casanueva, & Galan, 2006: 959), single-authored articles remain quite common for qualitative research in entrepreneurship.  
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4.2 Characteristics of Qualitative Studies

We now turn our attention to findings obtained from the anatomical coding of sample articles. We start with conceptual areas covered by qualitative research in entrepreneurship. Our coding of conceptual areas was based on Busenitz et al. (2003, 2014)’s identification of entrepreneurial actors (individual or team), opportunities, mode of organizing, and environment as the four major interest areas in entrepreneurship, and included the possibility that an article could be coded as covering two or more areas. Indeed, Welter and Lasch (2008) argued that research at the intersection of the different conceptual areas would contribute more to scholarship about entrepreneurial phenomena. Figure 2A provides a visual summary of our findings about conceptual areas covered in qualitative entrepreneurship research. We found that two concept areas were studied most often by qualitative researchers in entrepreneurship: entrepreneurial actors (individuals or teams) and environment. Specifically, environmental issues were examined in a total of 88 sample article (about 47%), of which 29 articles were focused exclusively on the environment and 59 combined the focus on environments with other topic areas. Entrepreneurial actors were examined in 83 sample articles (about 44%), of which 41 focused specifically on the individuals or teams and the remaining 42 combined this focus with other areas (e.g., environment was the partner category for 27 sample articles). We also found that 60 sample article covered ‘mode of organizing’ and 37 covered ‘opportunities’, but these numbers dropped considerably when we looked at articles that exclusively studied these areas (21 and 9, respectively). Interestingly, the actor-opportunity nexus, which some believe is at the heart of modern entrepreneurship research (Eckardt & Shane, 2003), was studied in only 5 of the sample articles. 
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We also examined the theoretical purpose of the sample articles. We found that 127 out of the total 187 articles in the sample were classified as theory elaboration. Thus, a little over two-thirds of the sample (about 68%) used a pre-exiting model or conceptual framework in which formal hypotheses were not included. We also found that 48 articles in the total sample were coded as theory generation. In effect, about a quarter of the sample (26%) created new theory that resulted in research propositions. Finally, only 12 of the 187 articles in the sample (about 6%) were coded as theory testing which entailed utilizing formal hypotheses from extant theory
. In effect, our finding resonates with Lee et al. (1999) who observed that theory generation and elaboration are more common in qualitative research as compared to theory testing. 
Given continued discussions about how to effectively present qualitative research (Gephart, 2004; Bansal & Corley, 2012), we were also interested in understanding the research presentation approach taken by the sample articles. We found that 80 sample articles (about 43%) employed the Eisenhardt style, followed by 48 for the practice turn, 31 for Gioia style, and 28 for discursive turn. Thus, the relatively well-established Eisenhardt and Gioia style accounted for about 60% of the sample. We were somewhat surprised by the relatively high billing of the practice turn in our sample as researchers have often noted that entrepreneurship research seldom speaks to practitioners. The fact that about a quarter of the sample articles adopted a ‘practice’ approach for their research presentation is heartening as it suggests that qualitative research in entrepreneurship is more action oriented than is generally realized. 

Research design is one of the major decisions a research makes in the investigative process, which we coded based on Creswell (2003). We found that 112 articles took a case study approach (about 60%), with 72 using multiple case studies and 40 based on single case studies. In our sample, 25 articles were coded as grounded theory, followed by 20 for narratives, and 11 each for ethnography and phenomenology (see Figure 2B). We were somewhat surprised that only 4 articles were coded as ‘hybrid’ research design, so that entrepreneurship researchers seem not to combine multiple research designs in their investigations. 

In terms of data collection methods, the majority of the articles in our sample utilized hybrid (that is, multiple) methods. As shown in Figure 2C, 105 articles in the sample (about 56%) used more than one method to collect data. Specifically, 61 articles utilized 2 methods (33% of sample), 34 articles used 3 methods (18%) and 10 articles used 4 methods (5%). Except for one study, for all the rest of the studies ‘hybrid’ methods entailed interviews with other methods (e.g., archival data, observations, and so on). Notably, only 21% of the articles in our sample utilized novel research methods (focus groups, diaries, interventions, discussion, internet forums, critical reviews, and content analysis), of which 69% used them to support interview-based data collection. 

Finally, we examined the level of transparency in the sample articles. As shown in figure 2 Panel F, 58 of the sample article (about 31%) of were coded as high on transparency as these articles offered detailed description of data collection and analyses for future replication. Coincidently, Pratt’s (2008) survey of 129 qualitative researchers also revealed that about 30% of them considered transparency to be a critical criterion for publishing qualitative work. We found that the vast majority of the sample articles (105 of the total 187, which is about 56%) were coded as ‘mostly transparent’, so that these articles did not provide sufficient detail in describing their data collection and analyses for an outside reader to follow the methodological recipe’ underlying the investigative process (Schmidt, 2009). Finally, 24 sample articles (about 13%) were coded as non-transparent because their descriptions of data collection and analyses were incomplete, missing, or extremely vague.
Synthesizing and interpreting qualitative research can often be an unwieldy task (Major & Savin-Baden, 2010). This problem pertains in large part to the difficulty of “gaining perspective” on the body of work as a whole after the coding is done (Guest & McLellan, 2003: 186). Developing a coding scheme and applying it on a large dataset involves repeated intrusions into the data, with the goal of becoming familiar with the nuances and subtleties of the data. Such proximate exposure, however, can also befog the larger picture (Miles & Huberman, 1984), colloquially described as ‘missing the forest for the trees’. To gain a better sense of the big picture and understand how the various themes in the data may constitute a gestalt, we follow Pratt’s (2008) advice to summarize the major patterns in the data (along with some recommendations) in a composite table (see table 3). Because exemplar papers serve as an inspiration for authors in crafting their own investigation and reviewers to assess the quality of investigations under consideration (Conboy et al., 2012), we provide examples from the sample articles as appropriate. 
-------------------------------------

Insert Table 3 about here

------------------------------------

5. Discussion

There is considerable scholarly agreement that interest in and attention to entrepreneurship research has drastically increased over time (Davidsson, 2016). As is the case in other academic disciplines, the value of entrepreneurship research pivots around the quality of the underlying methodology. Yet, methodology seldom gets the attention it deserves in academic scholarship (Pettigrew, 2013). To address this gap, and contribute to the conversation about methodological pluralism in entrepreneurship, the present inquiry analyzes and synthesizes studies falling under the rubric of qualitative research in entrepreneurship. Specifically, we seek to present the state-of-science of academic scholarship taking a qualitative approach to the study of entrepreneurship and assess its contributions to development of knowledge about entrepreneurial phenomena. To achieve this objective, we analyze key attributes of qualitative entrepreneurship research, such as examining the theoretical purpose of the investigation, conceptual areas covered in these studies, as well as the approaches to doing and presenting research. In doing so, we integrate past scholarship to draw insights that can encourage greater diffusion of qualitative studies going forward and guide future entrepreneurship inquiry in productive directions. 

One immediate inference from our research is that the absolute annual volume of published qualitative studies in entrepreneurship shows an upward trajectory, almost increasing by 12 times over the sample period. A salient aspect of this growth is that much of the progress in qualitative entrepreneurship research seems to come from the so-called field journals (that is, publications specializing in entrepreneurship inquiry) rather than generalist management journals. As evidence, consider that the top four positions in our ranking of journals based on the number of published qualitative entrepreneurship studies were all taken by specialty journals (e.g., JBV and ETP) and general management journals do not appear until much later in the ranking. More than a decade ago, Davidsson (2003: 315) argued that “there is progress in entrepreneurship research…[as] important works in entrepreneurship increasingly appears in highly respected mainstream journals”, a position that was later affirmed by Ireland, Reutzel, and Webb (2005). Our findings add a crucial qualifier to Davidsson’s (2003) observation, namely that qualitative entrepreneurship research still remains under-published in top general journals. Ceteris paribus, a submission classified as qualitative entrepreneurship research has a much higher chance of getting published in a specialized journal than in a general journal, which fosters the perception that “it’s extremely difficult” to get qualitative entrepreneurship published in general management journals (Bygrave, 2007: 24), perhaps because much of it is “rejected by mainstream journals for a variety of reasons” (Smith & Anderson, 2015: 440). On a more positive note, it is heartening that field journals have been more open to qualitative scholarship, which enhances its legitimacy and acceptance in the field as a whole. 

Our analyses revealed that the ‘environment’ and ‘entrepreneurial actor’ are the most popular conceptual areas in qualitative entrepreneurship research. While the finding about ‘entrepreneurial actor’ is somewhat expected as the enterprising agent has long been at the center of entrepreneurship research (Shook, Priem, & McGee, 2003), the considerable emphasis on the ‘environment’ in our sample was surprising as it is not consistent with the much lower consideration to the environment in the entrepreneurship literature as a whole (Busenitz et al., 2014). New ventures are particularly dependent on the environment, not only with respect to information and resources, but also with regard to growth prospects and mortal hazards (Low & Macmillan, 1988). Given that entrepreneurship researchers generally display a strong “tendency to underestimate the influence of external factors and overestimate the influence of internal or personal factors when making judgments” about entrepreneurial activities (Welter, 2011: 165), there have been several calls for researchers to understand the environment in which entrepreneurship occurs (Zahra, 2007; Zahra, Wright, & Abdelgawad, 2014). Furthermore, the rules and norms for entrepreneurship can “change dramatically” from one environment to another (Baumol, 1990: 878). Qualitative research already seems to be advancing the conversation about environmental issues in entrepreneurship, and we believe future research can benefit from using qualitative tools to more precisely and deeply explore the depth, variety, and richness of the entrepreneurial environment.    

We also find that, in the qualitative tradition, ‘opportunities’ received the least attention among the four conceptual areas. At first glance, our findings seem to go against Busenitz et al. (2014)’s revelation that research on entrepreneurial opportunities is increasing steadily. We speculate that entrepreneurship scholars may prefer to examine opportunities through quantitative approaches rather than qualitative ones. Yet, opportunity is a fertile area of inquiry that has gained considerable momentum in the entrepreneurship literature (Shane, 2012). Indeed, some consider opportunity to be “a central concept for entrepreneurship researchers… [as]…without opportunity there is no entrepreneurship” (Short, Ketchen, Shook, & Ireland, 2010: 40). For its critics, however, opportunity is a “conceptual mess” that is fostering a “very confused and confusing conversation” (Davidsson, 2016: 226). The debate between the advocates and opponents of ‘opportunity’ research in entrepreneurship is informative as it opens the door for qualitative inquiry in this area. Our observation gains greater salience when one considers that though many scholars believe that “opportunities could become the unique domain of entrepreneurship… [as] no academic discipline has heretofore developed the area of opportunities” (Busenitz et al., 2003: 297), this promise has yet to be realized. Because qualitative research has often been employed “to impose conceptual order on new or relatively undefined phenomenon” (Suddaby et al., 2015), ‘opportunity’ represents precisely the kind of conceptual area that can benefit from qualitative research. 

We found that multiple case studies were the most popular research design among the sample articles and the Eisenhardt style was the most popular presentation approach during the sample period. A majority of studies in our sample relied on multiple case studies, presenting their findings by summarizing key elements from each case to facilitate comparison (Reay, 2014), which is consistent with Coviello’s (2014) observation about the popular appeal of Eisenhardt’s (1989) guidelines for doing qualitative research through case studies. Unfortunately, we also found that sample article categorized as Eisenhardt-type multiple case studies seldom exploited the richness and nuances of the Eisenhardt style. Researchers often merely stated, but seldom showed, they chose firms based on theoretical sampling and that they select polar cases. Similarly, the notion of theoretical sample was commonly mentioned, but rarely probed deeply in the data, leaving the reader to wonder how such saturation was actually reached. Compared to the Eisenhardt style, the single-case study approach in Gioia style as well as the ‘discursive’ style of research presentation received much less attention in the literature. While we did expect empirical research relying on the discursive approach to be scarce, the relatively less attention to the Gioia style took us by surprise. Based on our finding, we believe that the potential of the Gioia style is yet to be realized in understanding entrepreneurial phenomena. 

When it comes to data collection methods, our findings were quite revealing. We found that hybrid data collection- using different methods to collect data for a particular study- was quite common in our sample. On the surface, this seems a welcome development as using different methods to collect data facilitates triangulation in academic scholarship. Notably, most multi-method data collection studies in the sample included interviews as a primary form of obtaining information, which motivated us to probe deeper. We found that it was not uncommon for studies to claim that interview data was complemented with information obtained from other sources (e.g., corporate website, company archives), but it was almost never explained where the multiple sources of data converged or diverged. Studies classified as ‘hybrid methods’ did not usually ascribe different elements of the data to specific data sources. Based on our finding, we echo Wigren’s (2007) advice for qualitative entrepreneurship researchers “to be as open as possible towards the readers” so that data collection methods are clearly articulated in detail. When almost all data comes from interviews, researchers should clearly acknowledge that the research is interview-based (Coviello, 2014) and best practices in doing interview research should be adopted (Graebner, 2004). Finally, the use of novel methods for qualitative research was very limited, albeit not completely absent, from our sample. If we exclude studies where novel methods were claimed to simply support interview data, the use of novel methods falls even further (2% of the sample). We agree that novel research techniques can induce researchers to ask- and possibly answer- questions that have previously been absent from the conversation (Chiles et al., 2010; Suddaby et al., 2015), and it is in this spirit that believe greater consideration of unfamiliar or lesser-known data collection techniques in qualitative research on entrepreneurship can be beneficial.

A common accusation, albeit one which we reveal to be unfounded, is that entrepreneurship research tends to be a-theoretical (Busenitz et al., 2003). We were therefore curious to gauge the extent to which qualitative research in entrepreneurship advances knowledge. Because the exact meaning of ‘theoretical contribution’ in the social science remains in flux (Corley & Gioia, 2011), we relied on a well-known three-pronged framework to examine the expressed theoretical purpose of the sample articles (Lee et al., 1999). We found that theory elaboration was the most common contribution in our sample, and theory generation received relatively lesser attention from qualitative scholars in entrepreneurship. This revelation is informative because generation of new theory is crucial to moving the entrepreneurship field forward (Zahra, 2007). Furthermore, it is informative that qualitative research is also employed (though only in a minority of sample papers) for theory testing, which Welch et al. (2013) believe is a significant development for the qualitative tradition. We acknowledge that, as with any taxonomy, the three-pronged classification to capture theoretical purpose of sample articles privileges parsimony (Colquitt & Zapata-Phelan, 2007). Nevertheless, what is most striking to us about our finding here is the reassurance that, because theory development is the defining feature of modern science (Kerlinger & Lee, 2000), qualitative research in entrepreneurship is undoubtedly scientific in its orientation. 
We reserved the discussion of transparency till the end because of considerable debate about whether qualitative research can and should be replicable. Anyone can claim a new empirical discovery, so that it is only through systematic replication that reliability and validity of knowledge claims can be accepted (Tsang & Kwan, 1999). Consequently, many believe that research procedures should be as transparent as possible, which will then encourage others to replicate the study (Wright & Sweeney, 2015). Yet, transparency remains highly contentious in the qualitative tradition, with some vehemently questioning its applicability to qualitative research (Bryman, 2004). Our inquiry revealed that less than one-third of the sample articles provided detailed description of their data collection and analysis. Reay (2014: 98) noted that “editors and reviewers almost always ask authors of qualitative research to ‘explain your methods much more clearly’,” an observation that has been echoed by others (Bansal & Corley, 2012). Chenail (2009) describes it as ‘making transparency goal one’ and Pratt (2009) refers to it as ‘show, not tell’. Our inference, based on the present investigation, is that few qualitative studies are fully transparent to be completely replicable (in both procedure and results) by an independent researcher. Given recent discussions in entrepreneurship about the need to be highly transparent in research efforts to encourage future replication (Davidsson, 2016; Honig, 2015), we believe transparency is an issue that needs to be addressed sooner rather than later in the qualitative research tradition in entrepreneurship. 

Limitations and Directions for Future Research

Notwithstanding the insights revealed by the research synthesis reported here, our findings must be interpreted in light of certain limitations. First, our investigation focused on purely qualitative studies. Consequently, we excluded research designs that combined qualitative and quantitative methods (mixed-methods; Molina-Azorin et al., 2012) or used qualitative techniques for quantitative investigations (Gephart, 1997). Second, while we made every effort to be comprehensive in com​piling the sample of qualitative studies articles for this research, we may have inadvertently overlooked some relevant arti​cles. This is especially possible when articles were not properly indexed for the databases we searched. Third, we limited the selection to quality English-language journal articles and thus may have introduced a degree of ‘publication bias’, given that these journals arguably accept only articles considered interesting by reviewers and editors (Davis, 1971).

There is some concern that, given the intense struggle for legitimacy and acceptability that qualitative researchers had to brave, efforts to consolidate qualitative articles may undervalue, perhaps even devalue, important headway that has been made (Major & Savin-Baden, 2010). The purpose of the present synthesis was certainly not to undermine extant research. Instead, our objective was to take cognizance of what has already been done in the literature so as to illuminate how to better answer questions that can further advance scholarly understanding of entrepreneurship. Suddaby et al. (2015) argue in this respect that while methods provide the tools to answer interesting research questions, methods can also shape the kinds of questions researchers ask. There is thus a “back-and-forth character” to how research questions and methods are in play (Cornelissen, 2016: 2). Because qualitative methods seek to open new ways of thinking and reasoning, we are hopeful our research can serve as a constructive contribution towards rejuvenating and refreshing the important conversations in the entrepreneurship literature.  

Summing Up
Qualitative research has emerged as a popular approach to examining and understanding entrepreneurial phenomena. Identifying key anatomical components of qualitative research based on prior research (e.g., Bluhm et al., 2011: Sarkar et al., 2013), our study investigated the state-of-science with regard to qualitative inquiry in entrepreneurship. Specifically, we analyzed and synthesized qualitative entrepreneurship research published in quality generalistic and field-specific journals over the past twenty-five years. Findings reveal that while qualitative research has grown in usage, notable biases and omissions remain in the qualitative tradition of entrepreneurship studies. Qualitative research has paid much attention to entrepreneurial actors (individuals and teams) and environments, but opportunities received the least attention. The focus of the majority of the qualitative research is on theory elaboration and limited attention is paid to theory testing. On the methodological side, qualitative research extensively utilized multiple case studies and presented findings through Eisenhardt style. However, a few of these studies used theoretical sampling in collecting cases. On the other hand, while qualitative research utilized multiple research methods to collect data, the use of novel techniques was limited. Moreover, only one third of the articles in our sample were highly transparent in terms of their data collection and analyses. We hope authors of qualitative research in entrepreneurship find the suggestions provided in our study useful in moving this important line of research forward. 
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Table 1
Number of Qualitative Articles Published by Journal
	Journal
	Number of Qualitative Articles Published between 1988- 2015

	Academy of Management Journal
	8

	Administrative Science Quarterly
	2

	Entrepreneurship and Regional Development 
	34

	Entrepreneurship Theory & Practice
	25

	Family Business Review 
	2

	International Small Business Journal 
	34

	Journal of Business Venturing 
	52

	Journal of Small Business Management
	4

	Strategic Entrepreneurship Journal
	10

	Strategic Management Journal
	1

	Technovation
	15

	TOTAL
	187


Note. Journals that publish quality entrepreneurship research (e.g., Journal of Management) do not appear in this list if they did not publish an article matching the entrepreneurship and qualitative keywords we used (from Shepherd et al. (2015) and Bluhm et al. (2011), respectively). 

Table 2

Basic Descriptives
	Descriptive
	Meaning
	Finding

	Date of Publication
	Decade in which the article was published
	12 articles were published in 1990-1999, 77 in 2000-09, and 98 after 2010

	Author Nationality
	Country where the first author's institution is located
	50 of the first authors were from US, 58 from UK, 38 from Europe, 3 from China, 9 from Australia, 20 from Canada, and 9 from other countries

	Author Gender
	Biological identity of first author
	82 papers were helmed by women

	Research Team
	Number of authors
	49 studies are single authored, 77 two authored, and 61 three authors or more


Table 3
Observed Patterns and Recommendations
[image: image1.emf]Findings

Approx 26% of the articles were classified as 

theory generation, about 68% as theory elaboration 

and about 6% were coded as theory testing

In terms of exclusive focus, 22% of the sample 

articles focused on individuals or teams, while less 

than 5% on opportunities. In addition, 11% articles 

focused exclusively on mode of organizing and 

about 15% on environment

38% of the articles in the sample used multiple 

case studies as their research design

Majority studies utilized hybrid (that is, multiple) 

methods, with 105 out of 187 (56%) of the sample 

articles claiming more than one method to collect 

data. Studies that used multiple methods for data 

collection often included interviews with other 

approaches. 21% of the articles in our sample 

utilized novel research methods (focus groups, 

diaries, interventions, discussion, internet forums, 

critical reviews, and content analysis)

About 42% adopted the Eisenhardt style in 

presenting their findings (80 articles), followed by 

practice approach (48 articles), Gioia style (31 

articles) and discursive approach (28 articles)

31% of the sample articles were coded as 

transparent, 68% as mostly transparent, and 13% 

as non-transparent

Did the article reported 

sufficient information in data 

collection and analysis for the 

study to be 'followed' by an 

independent researcher? 

Following Bluhm et al. (2011), 

we coded articles as 

transparent, mostly transparent, 

and non-transparent

Transparency remains a contentious topic in 

qualitative research. Journals should clearly specify 

policies on transparency and gatekeepers (editors, 

reviewers) should hold submitted papers to those 

standards. Researchers should consider describing 

their data collection and analysis in more detail so 

there is higher transparency. Coding and interpreting 

of qualitative data may not be completely 

idiosyncratic and subjective, as then different 

researchers may draw completely different (even 

conflicting) conclusions from the same data

Jaskiewicz, Combs, 

& Rau (2015); 

Santos & Eisenhardt 

(2009)

Four different approaches to 

presenting qualitative research 

(Langley & Abdullah, 2011): 

two established templates (the 

“Eisenhardt” and “Gioia” 

styles), and two nascent 

approaches (practice and 

discursive turns)

Future research should exploit the richness and 

nuances of the Eisenhardt style. If researchers claim 

Eisenhardt style, but do not follow its core tenets 

faitfully, gatekeepers (editors and reviewers) should 

call them on it. More consideration should be given to 

the Gioia style and the disursive approach 

Ashcraft (1999); 

Garud, Jain & 

Kumaraswamy 

(2002); Weber, 

Heinze, & DeSoucey 

(2008)

Transparency:



Based on (Bluhm et al., 2011), 

data can be collected via 

interviews, archival, content 

analysis, focus groups, 

observation, diaries, 

interventions, discussion, 

Internet forums, critical 

reviews, and questionnaire. 

Hybrid method was added. 

Number of research methods 

used was also considered

Greater need for triangulation in data collection. 

When using multiple methods, researchers need to 

explain where multiple sources of data converged or 

diverged. Researchers also need to attribute different 

data elements  to specific  sources. Also, when 

almost all data comes from interviews, researchers 

should clearly acknowledge that research is interview-

based and best practices in doing interview research 

should be adopted. Novel techniques are encouraged 

since they induce researchers to ask- and possibly 

answer- questions that have previously been absent 

from the conversation

Souitaris, Zerbinati 

& Liu (2012); 

Maguire, Hardy, & 

Lawrence, (2004) 

Research Presentation:



Based on Creswell’s (2003) 

distinction between single case 

study, multiple case study, 

ethnography, grounded theory, 

narrative, and phenomenology. 

Hybrid design was added

We recommend researchers choose firms for multiple 

case studies based on theoretical sampling. If 

convenience sampling is used, it should be 

acknowledged as such and not framed as theoretical 

sampling

Bingham & 

Eisenhardt (2011)

Data Collection Method 

(Novelty, Number of 

Methods):



Four-pronged classification of 

research areas in 

entrepreneurship (Busenitz et 

al., 2003): opportunities, 

individual /teams (actors), 

mode of organizing, and 

environment

The topic of 'opportunities' should get more attention 

in qualitative research as it represents the kind of 

topic that can benefit from qualitative inquiry. 

Further, the individual-opportunity nexus, which 

Plummer et al. (2007) believed was the 'dominant 

theoretical framework' in entrepreneurship research 

has recieved scarce attention in the literature

Mason & Harrison 

(1996)

Research Design:



In terms of advancing 

knowledge, qualitative research 

may seek to generate, 

elaborate, or test theories (Lee 

et al., 1999)

Future research needs to be pay more attention 

generation of new theory since it is crucial to moving 

the entrepreneurship field forward. Theory testing 

also deserves greater attention in the qualitative 

tradition in entrepreneurship

Jaskiewicz, Combs, 

& Rau (2015); 

Santos & Eisenhardt 

(2009)

Conceptual Area:



Parameters Recommendations Exemplars

Theoretical Purpose:
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Fig.1. Number of qualitative entrepreneurship articles published by year
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Figure 2A. Conceptual Areas in Qualitative Entrepreneurship Research
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Figure 2B. Research Design Used in Qualitative Entrepreneurship Research
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Figure 2C. Research Methods Used in Qualitative Entrepreneurship Research

� Most academics consider management to be a relatively young discipline relative to other social sciences (Honig, 2015). Within management and organizational studies, entrepreneurship is considered one of the younger fields of research (Wiklund, Davidsson, Audretsch, & Karlsson, 2011). Invoking the interpretation of the word ‘paradigm’ as a research domain, Bygrave (2007: 28) noted that “entrepreneurship is one of the youngest paradigms in management science.” 


� In some circles (e.g., Walsh & Downe, 2005), amalgamation of qualitative studies is referred to as ‘meta-synthesis’, a term first introduced by Stern and Harris (1985). However, there is no consensus among researchers on the usage and scope of this term.   


� This comment is another, less reverent, way of saying that openness to conceptual and paradigmatic plurality- what Wright (2016) describes as “big tent approach” to research- helps build a robust base of scientific knowledge. 


� Coviello (2014) noted that six of ten winners of the Academy of Management Journal’s Best Article award (from 2001 to 2011) were qualitative studies. 


� Flawed understandings about qualitative research may be why some researchers consider qualitative investigations to be second-class research (Lee, 1999), or as Eby, Hurst, and Butts (2009) put it, the “unwanted red-haired stepchild of the field of management”. 


� Our approach is consistent with Bansal and Corley (2012: 510)’s advise that qualitative researchers should keep their “front end” short. In the same vein, Coviello ((2014) encouraged qualitative researchers to have a “short and focused” front end that delineates the research domain and articulates why the study is important. Several excellent texts provide in-depth discussions of qualitative research: for example, Denzen and Lincoln (2011) for qualitative research in social science in general and Myers (2013) for qualitative research in business and management specifically.    


� Anatomy, in its dictionary meaning, refers to the “art of separating the parts of an organism in order to ascertain their positions, relations, structure, and functions” (Dictionary, 1993: 42). Davis (2010) observed that biological metaphors have a long history in organizational science as theorists since March and Simon (1958) have drawn on the notion of organisms for knowledge development. As has been noted elsewhere (e.g., Chiles et al., 2010) metaphors abound in entrepreneurship research, and “the most often used is the biological metaphor” (Neergaard & Ulhoi, 2007: 7). 


� Black (1994) noted that a common misconception about qualitative research is that it is “simply” small-sample research. To counter such concerns, we “cast a broad net” over our domain so as to catch a large number of relevant articles. Our thinking is that drawing inferences based on a large collection of articles is likely to be most valuable, both for aspirant authors and academic gatekeepers who may be unsure about the standards to which prestigious journals hold qualitative submissions.  


� Patton (1990) defines criterion sampling as identifying all relevant situations that meet pre-determined specifications of some importance. 


� A notable omission from Shepherd et al’s (2015) list of entrepreneurship keywords is the term ‘small business’. In their telling, while some small businesses are entrepreneurial, others are not, so that small business is not a defining characteristic of what is entrepreneurial. In a similar vein, Ireland et al. (2004) also note that though “entrepreneurship and small business research streams shared a history early in their development”, they “have different, yet individually important, foci.” 


� Low and MacMillan (1988) is widely considered a “watershed” article in the history of entrepreneurship scholarship (Davidsson, Low, & Wright, 2011; Gupta & Gupta, 2015:63). At the very least, it emphasized the need for attention to methodological practices in entrepreneurship research (Chiles et al., 2007).  


� Mixed-method studies- that is, investigations that combine qualitative and quantitative techniques- in entrepreneurship are the focus of Molina-Azorin, Lopez-Gamero, Pereira-Moliner, and Pertusa-Ortega (2012).  


� While less number of qualitative research articles are published compared to quantitative research in entrepreneurship, it does not seem correct to say “that little qualitative research is published in these journals [JBV and ETP]” (Wigren, 2007: 383). This is notable because some are concerned that “qualitative research in entrepreneurship is often rejected” by journal editors reluctant to “publish anything that might be construed” as subjective (Smith & Anderson, 2007: 436). Clearly, field-specific journals are receptive to qualitative investigations in entrepreneurship. We thank an anonymous reviewer for sensitizing us to this issue.    


� We acknowledge the debate about replication (and transparency) in qualitative research (Maxwell, 1992). Replication of qualitative studies has been emphasized as a critical criteria by editors at leading journals (e.g., Bettis, Helfat, & Shaver, 2016). As Smith and Anderson (2007) noted, “journal editors want to be confident that what they publish will withstand academic scrutiny”, and many entrepreneurship scholars have called for higher standards of replicability in our scholarship (e.g., Honig, 2015). However, not everyone agrees that replication is a relevant criteria for qualitative research (Bryman, 2004). We return to the intertwined issues of replication and transparency in the discussion section. 


� It is notable that research articles rarely provide all the required information needed for truly independent verification (Schmidt, 2009). 


� Colquitt and Zapata-Phelan (2007) posit that theoretical purpose impacts the value of the article in a discipline’s body of knowledge. One way to assess the valuation of an article is in terms of total citation counts (Kacmar & Whitfield, 2000). Accordingly, we examined average citations rates for the three categories of theoretical contributions in our investigation. We find that sample articles coded as theory generation received an average of 46.5 Web of Science citations (and 161.6 Google Scholar citations), followed by theory elaboration with 31 WoS and 112 GS citations, and theory testing with 15.9 WoS and 69.9 GS citations. Thus, an article’s position within the taxonomy we employed is predictive of the article’s impact on the literature, at least as assessed by citation count.  


� Only in-text references are provided. Reference list for 187 papers included in the research synthesis are available from the authors. 
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