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Abstract: Scientific interest in teaching entrepreneurial competencies has increased in the last few years. Thereby studies 
have examined above all personal tools, including skills and knowledge. However, besides focusing on educational programs 
for context-specific entrepreneurial competencies, it is essential to understand general competencies that enable an 
entrepreneur to master demands of varying challenges and contexts. Despite a growing body of literature in the field of 
entrepreneurial competencies, there still seems to be uncertainty regarding general entrepreneurial competencies. As a 
consequence of its research focus, the objective of this study is to understand general entrepreneurial competencies. To study 
these general competencies, new paradigms of human action should be brought into discussion. It is concluded that there is a 
relationship between the self and general entrepreneurial key behavior which has still not been covered by the literature. The 
overall goal of this study is thus to propose a model of general entrepreneurial competencies. An entrepreneurial competency 
model is proposed that gives insight about the key behavior of recognizing/producing and exploiting entrepreneurial 
opportunity which a successful entrepreneur should be able to demonstrate, and a person’s underlying characteristics. The 
underlying characteristics consist of the self and personal tools. The self comprises the self-as-subject, the ego as a meaning-
making process, and the self-as-object, with dispositional traits, characteristic adaptations and identity. Personal tools include 
skills and knowledge. The structural model has been enriched with a developmental dimension as the entrepreneurial ego 
gradually becomes more complex and associated entrepreneurial behaviors and skills are increasingly practiced. Clarifying 
these theoretical links between the self and entrepreneurial core challenges may contribute to more effective design of 
fundamental entrepreneurship education programs and to addressing a wider range of educational issues, e.g., developing 
scientifically-supported educational models to increase the number of successful entrepreneurs. 

Keywords: Entrepreneurial Competencies, Self, Fundamental Competencies, Ego Development, Meaning Making, 
Entrepreneurial Identity 

 

1. Introduction 

The increasing importance of entrepreneurship research 
over the last few decades is the result of a profound 
transformation in the business environment that is 
characterized by rapidly changing contexts. Continuing 
changes in the business context necessitate continuous 
learning. As a consequence, the need for and supply of 
entrepreneurial education has grown exponentially. 

While entrepreneurial success is a complex phenomenon 
that interacts with various factors [38], such as e.g. personal 
competencies, socio-cultural and economic factors, education 

in entrepreneurship should consider the environment, but 
focus on individual competencies [38]. In the following, 
Entrepreneurship Education is understood to provide tools 
for aspiring, nascent, and practicing entrepreneurs to launch 
new and improve or grow existing businesses [8]. To develop 
educational and training programs that can increase 
entrepreneurial success, competencies should be identified 
that can further entrepreneurial success.  

Scientific interest in teaching entrepreneurial competencies 
has increased in the last few years [37, 9]. Thereby studies 
have examined above all personal tools, including skills and 
knowledge. However, besides focusing on educational 
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programs for context-specific entrepreneurial competencies, 
it is essential to understand general competencies that enable 
an entrepreneur to master demands of varying challenges and 
contexts. Despite a growing body of literature in the field of 
entrepreneurial competencies, there still seems to be 
uncertainty regarding general entrepreneurial competencies 
[e.g. 7, 29, 35]. As a consequence of its research focus, the 
objective of this study is to understand general 
entrepreneurial competencies.  

To study these general competencies, new paradigms of 
human action should be brought into discussion. It is 
concluded that there is a relationship between the self and 
general entrepreneurial key behavior which has still not been 
covered by the literature. The overall goal of this study is 
thus to propose a model of general entrepreneurial 
competencies.  

Clarifying these theoretical links between the self and 
entrepreneurial core challenges may contribute to more 
effective design of fundamental entrepreneurship education 
programs and to addressing a wider range of educational 
issues, e.g., developing scientifically-supported educational 
models to increase the number of successful entrepreneurs. 

2. Literature Review 

In recent years there has been increased scientific interest 
in the identification of entrepreneurial competencies [37, 9].  

To define the concept of competency, a definition proposed 
by Boyatzis [5, 4] has been selected. According to him, 
competency is an underlying set of personal characteristics 
that facilitate superior performance [e.g. 5, 4]. Boyatzis [4 p. 
6] concluded that competency is “organized around an 
underlying construct” that he called “intent.” “The behaviors 
are alternate manifestations of the intent, as appropriate in 
various situations or times.” [4 p. 6] The observed behavior is 
the action. According to Venkataraman [47] entrepreneurship 
can be regarded as the discovery, evaluation and exploitation 
of future goods and services. 

To identify the underlying characteristics that facilitate 
superior performance, it is necessary to understand the target 
actions in which the performance should manifest itself. 
Mitchelmore and Rowley [35 p. 100] characterize the 

observed targeted entrepreneurial behavior, entrepreneurial 

action consisting of: “identification and definition of a viable 
market niche,” “development of products or services 
appropriate to the firm’s chosen market niche/product 
innovation,” “idea generation,” “environmental scanning,” 
“recognizing and envisioning taking advantage of 
opportunities” and “formulating strategies for taking 
advantage of opportunities.”  

More generally, drawing on Shane and Venkataraman [43], 
entrepreneurial key behavior can be described as oriented to 
discovering and exploiting opportunities. An opportunity is a 
favorable or advantageous situation, a chance involving the 
rare possibility of being able to recognize a specific situation 
that under other conditions is imperceptible or is linked to 
disadvantages [43]. Perception of the situation and 

recombination of resources can create subjective or also 
objective value. Shane and Venkataraman [43] posit that 
discovering and exploiting opportunities are the unique 
characteristics of entrepreneurship. “Although the discovery 
of an opportunity is a necessary condition for 
entrepreneurship, it is not sufficient. Subsequent to this 
discovery of an opportunity, a potential entrepreneur must 
decide to exploit the opportunity.” [43 p. 222] 

From the individual person’s perspective, business 
opportunities can be understood as interpretations, mental 
dialogues that adults hold about the world where they live. If 
a constructivist paradigm is adopted, opportunities are 
meaningful to the adult not because of the opportunity’s 
objective conditions, but because of the particular interaction 
between an adult’s previous experience, plans and objectives 
and the environment where she lives. A business opportunity 
can be understood as a personal narrative that someone 
develops concerning benefits of a situation for her and 
society [45], which then gives meaning to the opportunity. 
This perception motivates specific actions to capture the 
opportunity. Entrepreneurs, as living systems, are structured 
and determined systems, and as such they make choices and 
decisions, and nothing external to them can determine what 
they will do [30]. An opportunity does not exist outside the 
entrepreneur’s head. 

The literature includes many studies of entrepreneurial 
competencies. These studies show that underlying 
characteristics include components such as knowledge [33], 
attitudes [e.g. 27], motives [e.g. 40], skills [e.g. 3, 28, 46], 
characteristic adaptations [27] and traits [6, 12, 22, 27, 37, 
40]. 

 Only a few studies are based on theoretical models of 
underlying characteristics [e.g. 5, 44]. One approach 
modeling the underlying characteristics that promote 
entrepreneurial performance was developed by Boyatzis, 
who drew on McClelland’s personality theory. According to 
McClelland [32], the personality is comprised of 
relationships among a person’s unconscious motives, self-
schema and observed behavioral patterns. Boyatzis’ 
competency model [4, 5 p. 8] is “… an integrated system 
diagram that showed concentric circles”: Near the center of 
the circle model are circles representing motives and trait 
dispositions. The middle circle is for values and self-images. 
Skills form the outer circle. The circle for skills represents 
observed behaviors or actions. While externally located 
characteristics on the “surface” are more visible and easiest 
to develop, characteristics in the interior, traits and motives, 
the “core personality,” are hidden and most difficult to 
develop [44].  

Previous models of entrepreneurial competencies focus more 
on the circles of dispositional traits, motives, characteristic 

adaptations, observable skills and behaviors [e.g. 3, 6, 22, 27, 
28, 40, 46]. In contrast, recent studies seek to establish the circle 
of identity that refers to the second circle in Boyatzis’ model, in 
order to understand the transition processes of becoming 
successful entrepreneurs [e.g. 39]. The identity conceptualized 
as one’s self-concept that changes over time and across roles 
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[15] affects the transition process of becoming a successful 
entrepreneur: the roles an entrepreneur occupies and that are 
closely related to her identity lead to differential exposure to 
business opportunities and may influence entrepreneurial 
performance in different ways [15].  

To summarize, most of the studies classifying 
entrepreneurial competencies as an underlying set of personal 
characteristics that facilitates superior performance are 
mainly inductively based and represent different categories of 
entrepreneurial competencies, such as traits and motives, 
self-concepts, and values, skills and knowledge, and recently 
as well identity.  

Theoretical perspectives of leadership development are 
well suited to shed more light on underlying general 
competencies: According to Day, Harrison and Halpin [10], 
leadership development occurs on multiple levels, ranging 
from observable skills and behaviors to identity to ways of 
creating meaning. Because meaning making has a 
fundamental influence on any observable behavior [10, 14], it 
is assumed that meaning making exerts influence on key 
entrepreneurial behavior.  

In the following an entrepreneurial competency model is 
proposed that provides insight about the key behavior which 
a successful entrepreneur should be able to demonstrate, and 
the general underlying characteristics of a person which 
result in the intended behavior. The framed model is based 
using the constructive adult development perspectives of 
ego-development [24] and self-development [18], combined 
with the competency-based approach. Each theoretical 
paradigm brings to the discussion a rich dimension to depict 
how fundamental entrepreneurial competencies can be 
understood.  

3. Development of the Model 

3.1. Theoretical Foundation 

In order to advance our understanding of the general 
underlying entrepreneurial personal characteristics of key 
entrepreneurial behavior, the need is highlighted to integrate 
the self as a meaning-making system. It is assumed that 
underlying characteristics of key entrepreneurial behavior are 
formed by specific configurations of the self.  

The self is characterized by the “self-as-subject” (“I”=I-
self) and the “self-as-object” (“Me”=Me-self) [17]. The 
duplex self is both “I” (process), and “Me” (product) [17]. 
The “self-as-subject,” the “I,” or “Ego”, represents above all 
a process of meaning making [24, 31]. The “I” or “Ego” 
knows and creates the “Me” [31]. The “self-as-object” or the 
“Me” stands for the synthesis of experiences, the created 
meanings as the concept of the self that can be recognized by 
the “I” [31, 24]. 

Referring to the “self-as-subject,” the “Ego” “… provides 
the frame of reference that structures one’s world and within 
which one perceives the world …” [24 pp. 9-10]. A frame of 
reference is a “meaning perspective” through which a person 
structures and filters sense impressions, assumptions and 

expectations [34 p. 16].  
According to Loevinger [24], the “Ego” involves a 

person’s processes of subjectively imposing a frame of 
reference on life experiences to create meaning. The “Ego” is 
related to four domains: character, cognitive style, 
interpersonal style and conscious preoccupations [24]. In this 
view, structures and processes of cognition, impulse control 
and character, interpersonal style and conscious 
preoccupations take a central role that leads to grasping and 
exploiting business opportunities. Character refers to 

impulse control, and to dealing with own standards. 
Cognitive style is related to the question of how a person 
thinks and reasons about herself and the world. Interpersonal 

style stands for one’s attitude toward interpersonal 
relationships, preferred types of relationships, understandings 
of relationships and the way one deals with other people. 
Conscious preoccupations represent conscious thoughts, such 
as on the purpose of life and the ends a person is moving 
towards. Because the “Ego” produces the “Me,” or identity, 
ego-development has an impact on identity. As the ego and 
entrepreneurial self-concept (identity) develop, this 
development regulates impulse control, interpersonal style, 
conscious preoccupations and cognitive style.  

The developmental process includes nine developmental 
stages that are manifested in structural and content-related 
changes of the four domains [24]. These nine stages are: E1: 
The first stage; E2: Impulsive Stage, E3: Self-Protective 
Stage, E4: Conformist Stage, E5: Self-Aware Stage, E6: 
Conscientious Stage, E7: Individualistic Stage, E8: 
Autonomous Stage, and E9 Integrated Stage. The  

Self-Protective Stage (E3) is a Pre-Conformist Stage [36] 
that is relatively rare in adult populations. The next two 
stages – Conformist and Self-Aware (E4; E5) – are 
considered conformist stages [36]. The final four stages – 
Conscientious, Individualistic, Autonomous and Integrated 
(≥E6) – are regarded as post-conformist [36]. 

Pre-conformist Stage: Persons on this level are 
characterized above all by a reference frame of immediate 
need satisfaction, due to which their actions are above all 
determined by needs. Their cognitive operations are of a 
predominantly concrete nature, so that inner states can 
scarcely be perceived and reflected on. Motivation to satisfy 
own needs determines their interpersonal style. 

Conformist Stage: On this level of ego-development the 
reference frame of interpersonal acceptance is central. The 
values and expectations of other reference persons determine a 
person’s actions. The self is perceived and reflected with the aid 
of reference group stereotypes. Social acceptance, norm-
orientation and social desirability determine social interaction. 

Post-Conformist Stage: The reference frame that dominates 
on this level of development is that of self-realization. Cognitive 
operations are of a complex nature, in which complex states can 
be perceived and reflected. Mutuality, or reciprocity, is the 
central principle of interaction. 

In the following, stages E4-E7 which can most often be 
found within the population are described in more detail:  
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Table 1. Stages of ego-development [adapted from 26 p. 5]. 

 Character Cognitive style Interpersonal style Conscious preoccupations 

E4 Conformist - Respect for rules - Conceptual simplicity 
- Cooperative 
- Loyal 

- Appearances 
- Behavior 

E5 Self-Aware (expert) - Exceptions allowable - Multiplicity 
- Helpful 
- Self-aware 

- Feelings 
- Problems 
- Adjustment 

E6 Conscientious (achiever) 
- Self-evaluated standards 
- Self-critical 

- Formal operations 
- Intense 
- Responsible 

- Motives 
- Traits 
- Achievements 

E7 Individualist - Tolerant - Relativism - Mutual 
- Individuality 
- Development 
- Roles 

 

Conformist Stage (E4) Conventional standards, a need for 
belonging, rule-bound and stereotypical style of thinking and 
acting, as well as conceptual simplification are chief 
characteristics of this stage [26, 16]. A person in this stage 
wants social approval. They accept the values, norms and 
attitudes of their group without criticizing or questioning 
them. Their self is defined and generated by the expectations 
and values of in-group members. Conformists comply with 
rules and are beginning to internalize and follow them 
automatically. They condemn norms, values and attitudes 
different from those of their group. [26, 16] 

Persons in the Self-Aware Stage (E5) This more complex 
mental state allows people to see multiple possibilities and to 
start examining and reflecting on themselves. The theme of 
opportunities is becoming important. Persons in this stage are 
able to differentiate themselves from others and to express 
the personality they are starting to discover, including their 
needs. An increase in self-awareness and appreciation of 
multiple possibilities in situations are chief characteristics of 
this stage. [26, 16]  

Conscientious Stage (E6) is characterized by formal 
operations and conceptual complexity [16]. Self-evaluated 
standards, perceived and displayed conceptual complexity, 
and value achievement form the ego [16]. Central elements 
of a conscience are developed with long-term self-evaluated 
goals, differentiated self-criticism and a strong sense of 
responsibility. The interpersonal style is characterized by 
mutuality: Persons are able to see matters from the other 
perspectives and to value others for who they are, 
independently of their own view. [26, 16]  

In the next stage, the Individualist Stage (E7), people gain 
a sense of individuality and relativism. They recognize the 
subjectivity of different viewpoints. They can perceive how 
much their values and worldviews have been influenced by 
the environments in which they grew up. Their own 
underlying assumptions and those of others become a focus 
and can be recognized and questioned. Situations and people 
come to be grasped more strongly as changeable and less as 
static. This stage allows individuals to look at systems of 
thought or organizations. [26, 16]  

Underlying characteristics of key entrepreneurial behavior 
are shaped by these specific configurations of the self. It is 
proposed that ego-development goes along with the 
development of key entrepreneurial behavior.  

3.2. Fundamental Underlying Personal Characteristics of 

Key Entrepreneurial Behaviors 

Building on the contributions of Shane and Venkataraman 
[43], the entrepreneurial key behavior of “discovering” 
opportunities is differentiated according to the actions of 
discovering and creating. The complex patterns of 
entrepreneurial behaviors are related to the broad concept of 
ego-development and propose that the entrepreneurial self 
interacts with the entrepreneurial key behavior of discovering 
or respectively creating and exploiting entrepreneurial 
opportunities. The study concludes that the conformist stage 
of ego-development is relevant to discovering, and the post-
conformist stage to creating entrepreneurial opportunities.  

Eckhardt and Shane [11] define “entrepreneurial 
opportunities as situations in which new goods, services, raw 
materials, markets and organizing methods can be introduced 
through the formation of new means, ends, or means-ends 
relationships.” In the theory of entrepreneurship it is 
distinguished between Schumpeterian opportunity [42, 41] 
and Kirznerian opportunity [21]. Schumpeterian [42, 41] 
opportunity is characterized by its innovative character, and 
on the acting person’s side by the proactive element of 
creating opportunity which destroys market equilibrium, 
while for Kirzner [21] discovery of an opportunity for more 
imitative behavior contributes to market equilibrium [cf. also 
13 p. 6]. Market equilibrium refers to a market situation in 
which quantity supplied is equal to quantity demanded. 
Supply is the amount of a good that manufacturers will 
produce at a given price. Demand is the quantity of a good 
that consumers will buy at a given price. Kirzner [21] 
fundamentally viewed entrepreneurship as the recognition of 

a business opportunity and an entrepreneur as a person alert 
to opportunities. Entrepreneurs identify unnoticed 
opportunities and create businesses starting from them. In the 
process of creating new businesses, entrepreneurs restore 
market equilibrium. As implied by Kirzner, entrepreneurs 

notice and exploit opportunities that exist independently of the 

entrepreneur. Entrepreneurs create products for existing 
markets, and their main challenge is to link demand and 
supply, finding possibilities for this through research. 
Schumpeter [42], on the other hand, understood 
entrepreneurship as creative destruction of market equilibrium. 
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Schumpeter [42, 41] viewed the entrepreneur as an innovator. 
The entrepreneur creates a radical innovation that destroys an 
old market equilibrium and replaces it with a new one. With 
regard to Schumpeter and Kirzner, Grichnik [13 p. 3] locates 
entrepreneurial opportunity on a continuum, on a scale with 
two endpoints to represent innovation: Grichnik [13 p. 4, cf. 
also 23 p. 458] sees the endpoints in “discovering” and 
“creating” opportunities [13 p. 4, 23 p. 458].  

The actions of discovering and creating opportunities 
involve different knowledge and cognitive process stages. 
Based on a taxonomy of Anderson and Crathwohl [1], the 
knowledge and cognitive process stage of discovering 
opportunities is one of evaluation. Evaluation requires ability 
to judge, check and critique the value of a situation and 
resources for a given purpose [1]. Regarding the knowledge 
and cognitive process stage, the action of producing an 
opportunity refers to the creation of an opportunity [1]. 
Elements of personal resources and contexts are combined to 
form a new functional whole, such as a new product, service, 
organizational method, production method, market or new 
raw material for a given purpose.  

Discovering and creating opportunities requires different 
stages of ego-development: In order to understand this 
relationship, it is referred to Kegan’s [18] self-development 
theory. Like Loevinger’s theory, this theory views self-
development from a constructivist-developmental 
psychological perspective and essentially portrays the stages 

of ego-development as does Loevinger. This helps to clarify 
mechanisms and structures that are to be sure included in 
Loevinger’s theory, but are not directly described [2]. Self-
development passes through qualitatively different stages 
characterized by a specific subject-object equilibrium. The 
subject represents the process of meaning making. One is 
involved in this and identifies oneself with it, but still cannot 
identify the process in which one is involved. The object 
stands for the content of meaning making, something a 
person can identify, reflect, control, change, and to which she 
can consciously relate. The mechanism that underlies self-
development or respectively ego-development is the subject-
object transformation. The subject becomes the object: In the 
next higher stage of development, the subject of the previous 
developmental stage becomes the object [19 p. 37]. The 
subject-object transformation refers to a person’s relations to 
herself, others and the world. The transformation represents 
not only a change in form, but also in contents.  

In the following, Loevinger’s ego-development stages are 
related to stages of Kegan’s self-development model. Since 
developmental stages E5, E7 and E9 are intermediate stages 
of subject-object equilibrium, they are not included in the 
table [18 p. 146-147f.]. Relations to the world, others and 
oneself are represented not only for subject- but also for 
object-status, giving respectively three subject- and object 
categories per developmental stage. 

Table 2. Subject-object equilibrium according to Kegan and corresponding stages of ego-development according to Loevinger [cf. also 2]. 

Stage of ego-development 

(Loevinger) 

Stage of self-development 

(Kegan) 
Subject What steers me? Object What can I steer? 

Structure of 

framework 

E4 Conformist S3 Interpersonal self  
- Abstractions (e.g. proposition, value) 
- Mutuality (e.g. reciprocity) 
- Inner states (e.g. Self-consciousness) 

- Concrete (e.g. data), 
- Point of view (e.g. role concept) 
- Durable dispositions (e.g. needs) 

Cross-
categories 

E6 Conscientious S4 Institutional self  

- Abstract systems (e.g. ideology), 
- Institution (e.g. relationship regulating 
forms), 
- Self-authorship (e.g. self-regulation) 

- Abstractions 
- Mutuality 
- Inner states 

System 

E8 Individualist S5 Inter-individual self  

- Dialectical (e.g. paradox) 
- Inter-institutional-ization (e.g. 
relation-ship between forms) 
- Self-Transformation (e.g. 
interpenetration of self and  
- other) 

- Abstract systems, 
- Institution 
- Self-authorship 

Trans-system 

 

S3 Interpersonal Self A person who has developed an 
interpersonal self is steered by relationships and expectations 
of relevant reference persons. Needs and interests can only be 
reflected in this developmental phase. Interpersonally, a 
person in this stage can subordinate her needs and interests to 
the needs of others. She can think abstractly and is self-
reflective. [18] 

S4 Institutional Self A person in this stage can develop 
abstract systems consisting of relationships between 
abstractions. This developmental phase is characterized by a 
self-governing system through which a person’s actions are 
determined. She is in a position to steer relationships and 
reflect the expectations of others. These are now objects for 
her. The rules she creates for her actions are derived from her 
internal system. She can look at her self-consciousness and 

reflect it. [18] 
S5 Inter-Individual Self In this stage a person is able to 

recognize her own identity and ideology and to examine it. 
She is steered by supra-individual values and moves across 
various self-systems. She can look across systems to learn 
about similarities that seem at first glance like differences. 
[18] 

If an entrepreneurial opportunity should be discovered, the 
structure of the framework for making meaning from 
experience is one in which supply and demand are 
represented as cross-categories (subject). They are durable 
categories subordinated to interactions between them [19 pp. 
29-30]. Because the would-be-entrepreneur is able to reflect 
durable categories (object), here supply and demand, she 
relates demand and supply to each other. The resulting 
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abstractions are propositions in terms of relationships 
between demand and supply. The following example 
illustrates these propositions: If there is demand for a service, 
but supply is inadequate, the identified inadequate supply of 
this service can be corrected by developing new means, ends, 
or means-ends relationships. Combined with subjective 
expectation values, this can be a discovered opportunity. The 
question of how demand determines supply, or supply 
determines demand is relevant and to be reflected in this 
stage.  

In the case of created opportunity, the opportunity must 
first be created by the entrepreneur acting and reacting in an 
iterative process. In order to create an opportunity, a person 
needs to be able not only to look through the cross-category 
framework of supply and demand, but also look at that 
framework. This perspective enables the would-be-
entrepreneur to make this interaction framework an object of 
reflection. When looking through an interaction framework, 
the framework is in the subject state, as it forms the structure 
of the meaning-making process [19]. Only if the subject 
becomes an object, i.e., can be considered or regarded and 
reflected, can it be changed. Market equilibrium, represented 
by the equilibrium relationship of supply and demand, can 
only be intentionally destroyed if a person makes this 
relation, market equilibrium an object. She will then be able 
to transform abstractions as propositions into relationships 
between propositions in a system [19]. Related to this 
meaning-making structure is the content that answers the 
question: Which are the values and rules that create an 
interaction between supply and demand? The following 
example clarifies the process of opportunity creation: The 
creation of self-driving trucks that destroys the relationship 
between supply and demand for truck-driver training shows 
that this destruction opens up new opportunities such as, for 
example, for training in monitoring the digital systems of 
“smart” trucks. In the case of creating opportunity, the 
would-be-entrepreneur is able to change the values and rules 
according to newly developed self-evaluated standards and to 
separate herself from previously dominant mental 
preoccupations and structures, such as the demand-supply 
rule of truck-driver training [20 p. 200].  

From discovering to creating opportunities, a 
transformation of the meaning-making process, an ego-
development, takes place, because the former subject, the 
interaction framework, becomes an object of reflection. 
While in regard to discovering opportunities, a person acts in 
the frame of lacking manifestations, in the case of creating 
opportunities she steers the relationship, because here she 
develops a system that enables her to influence market 
equilibrium. While the structure of the interacting durable 

categories (cross-categories) is manifested in the conformist 
stage (S3: Stage of Interpersonal Self; E4-E5: 
Conformist/Self-Aware Stage), the capacity to make this 
interaction the object of reflection is developed in the post-
conformist stage (S4: stage of institutional self; ≥E6: 
Conscientious Stage).  

Referring to conscious preoccupations which represent a 

person’s current concerns, the theme of opportunities 
becomes important in the conformist stage (Stage E5: self-

aware stage) [16]. The self-aware person is able to see 
multiple possibilities in situations [16]. This perspective 
contributes to the increasing subjective importance of the 
topic of opportunities. The aspect of opportunity changes, 
however, throughout the various stages of the ego-
development sequence. As this conscious preoccupation is 
described more fully at higher stages of ego-development [16 
p. 14], theoretically the self-aware stage seems to be, in terms 
of conscious preoccupations, the minimum stage of ego-
development for entrepreneurs to discover and exploit 
opportunities. In order to create opportunities, the would-be-
entrepreneur needs to change the values and the rules 
according to newly developed self-evaluated standards, 
which characterize conscious preoccupations in the 
Conscientious Stage (E6) [16], which can be subsumed under 
the post-conformist stage.  

Correspondingly, it can be argued that the identity (Self-as-
Object) produced by the “ego” differs depending on how 
entrepreneurs discover or create opportunities: While 
discovering provides opportunities for imitators, creating 
produces opportunities for innovators [cf. also 13 p. 6]. 
Depending on the type of action, discovering or creating 
opportunities, different numbers of identities are assumed 
which are central and salient to the overall self-concept: 
Innovators, for example, have four central salient identities, 
while imitators have three, and self-employed professionals, 
who produce standardized products and a smaller number of 
novel products than imitators, have just two central identities 
[39]. Moreover, the formation of identity interacts with these 
types of acting. The formation of identity can be the result of 
social construction and/or of the individual’s “agentic power” 
[39 p. 50]. Identity formation as a process of social 
construction results from structures, situations, social 
relationships and discourses. Identity formation as 
intrinsically prospected exploration means that the individual 
is actively searching for a certain identity. A strong socially 

constructed and a weak intrinsically prospected 

entrepreneurial identity can be related to the conformist 
developmental stage. For the imitator type, the entrepreneur’s 
sense of belonging and security needs seem typical [39]. 
Needs for social belonging and social approval characterize 
the conformist stage (Stage: E4) of ego-development. To 
satisfy their security needs, imitative entrepreneurs are less 
engaged in innovating products, services or processes. While 
the constituents of the imitator type’s entrepreneurial identity 
result from social construction, the innovator’s identity is 
usually more intrinsically prospected [39]. The innovator 
type of entrepreneur is characterized by needs such as “self-
actualization/self-realization” [39 p. 90], which characterize 
the conscientious stage (Stage: E6). “The innovative 
entrepreneurs often found the business as a means to realize 
their personal vision of changing the world rather than other 
less idealistic motives, such as financial security” [39 p. 90]. 
Self-evaluated standards being part of the post-conformist 
stage (E6: Conscientious stage), they typically guide the 
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thinking and acting of the innovator type in order to create a 
supply-demand interaction.  

Entrepreneurs who create new entrepreneurial 
opportunities may have higher scores on ego-development 
than entrepreneurs who recognize a business opportunity that 
already exists. The different identified cognitive processes 
and knowledge levels of discovering or developing 
opportunities correspond with the business perspective 
emphasizing the different degrees of opportunity innovation. 
In terms of the structure of the framework, conscious 

preoccupations, cognitive style and character, the conformist 

stage, with a minimum level of E4, is a central stage for 
entrepreneurs recognizing and exploiting entrepreneurial 
opportunities. In contrast, the post-conformist stage, with a 
minimum level of E6, seems to be a more typical level for 
entrepreneurs creating new business opportunities. If creating 
entrepreneurial opportunities is assumed able to generate 
higher growth-rate companies than does recognizing 
opportunities, the study concludes from a theoretical 
perspective that higher stages of ego-development, such as a 
(minimum) level of stage E6, may provide the typical 
fundamental capacities and relevant foundation for successful 

entrepreneurship.  

4. Discussion  

The study proposes an entrepreneurial competency model 
that provides insight about the key behavior that a successful 
entrepreneur should be able to demonstrate, and the 
underlying characteristics of a person which result in that 
behavior.  

Entrepreneurial key behaviors can be described on at least 
two competency, or respectively developmental levels:  

Level 1: Competency in recognizing and exploiting (= 
taking advantage of) opportunities that already exist 

Level 2: Competency in producing and exploiting (= 
taking advantage of) opportunities that did not previously 
exist 

Discovering an entrepreneurial opportunity requires at 
least the conformist stage of ego-development, and producing 
an opportunity requires the post-conformist stage.  

The model of key entrepreneurial competencies and its 
underlying characteristics is presented in Figure 1.  

 

Figure 1. Model of entrepreneurial competencies. 

Beyond the circles of underlying entrepreneurial 
characteristics included in Boyatzis’ model, there is a circle of 
the meaning-making system located in the center of the circle 
model and regarded as the ego. The ego as the self-as-subject 
or the meaning-making system produces the “me,” the “self-
as-object.” According to McAdams’ [31 p. 30] model of the 
self-as-object, it is comprised of three levels: (1) dispositional 

traits, (2) characteristic adaptations representing the 
characteristic ways people deal with different demands and 
challenges that life presents them with, such as self-efficacy or 
competitiveness and (3) life narrative as identity. Referring to 
our entrepreneurial model, in the center is the self-as-subject, 
the ego as the meaning-making system. In the following circles 

we find the circles of the self-as-object, produced by the ego. 
These are the trait dispositions, motives, characteristic 
orientations and identity, including the self-image. The parts 
which form the “me” determine action orientation. They are 
supplemented in the further circles by so-called personal tools, 
which enable a would-be-entrepreneur to realize her concerns 
and goals. Among the tools are skills and knowledge. The 
circle surrounding skills and knowledge represents the 
observed key behaviors, actions.  

The model is enriched with a developmental dimension 
as the entrepreneurial ego gradually becomes more 
complex and associated entrepreneurial behaviors and 
skills are increasingly practiced. Depending on level of the 
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entrepreneurial key behaviors, underlying fundamental 
capacities vary in terms of our example of ego-
development and correspondingly of identity complexity 
and formation: More complex frames of reference interact 
with awareness of the topic of entrepreneurial 
opportunities, with a more complex and intrinsically 
prospected identity, a higher level of entrepreneurial key 
behavior and entrepreneurial success.  

An entrepreneurial competency model is proposed that 
gives insight about the key behavior of 
recognizing/producing and exploiting entrepreneurial 
opportunity which a successful entrepreneur should be able 
to demonstrate, and a person’s underlying characteristics. 
The underlying characteristics consist of the self and personal 
tools. The self comprises the self-as-subject, the ego as a 
meaning-making process, and the self-as-object, with 
dispositional traits, characteristic adaptations and identity. 
Personal tools include skills and knowledge. The model that 
consists of concentric circles is enriched with a 
developmental dimension.  

5. Conclusion  

This theoretically developed model of entrepreneurial 
competencies shows that entrepreneurial competency 
development refers not only to improvement of skills and 
acquisition of knowledge. It also results in a change of the 
ego, traits, characteristic adaptations and identity that are 
expected to affect behavior [15]. Promoting entrepreneurial 
skills can be regarded as a process of entrepreneurial 
development that besides learning also includes other 
processes inherent in their development. According to this 
model, entrepreneurial development should address the ego, 
motives and traits, characteristic adaptations and identity, as 
well as skills and knowledge. Ego-development could be a 
key motor for developing the personality-related factors of 
the other circles. For example, ego-development contributes 
to modifying expressions of traits to produce a more mature 
form. Such a process of ego-development can be regarded as 
time-consuming and cannot be advanced via so-called short-
term learning ‘nuggets’.  

Finally, the study must also be considered in light of its 
limitations. Given the theoretical character of the analysis 
and synthesis, future research should empirically test this 
model using data samples from different regions and 
cultures. Besides testing this model, inductive methods 
should be employed to determine whether there are further 
categories of key entrepreneurial behavior which should be 
included in the model.  
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