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Abstract: The impact of team conflict seems to depend upon context. 
Entrepreneurship literature suggests that learning from diverse perspectives in 
teams can contribute to entrepreneurial action (Harper 2008; West III, 2007; 
Williams-Middleton, 2010), while management literature has shown that 
conflict in teams often negatively affects creativity (Jehn et al., 2010). Recent 
research streams suggest that entrepreneurial learning might be better 
understood by applying an effectual logic perspective, instead of causal logic 
(Sarasvathy and Venkataraman, 2011). This causes us to question whether 
conflict is experienced similarly in entrepreneurial versus managerial teams. 
We suggest negative consequences of team conflict found in management 
literature may be due to the causal logic underlying this literature, and thus not 
readily applicable to entrepreneurial learning. Through exploring relationships 
between team work, team conflict, and effectuation, we propose that positive 
learning outcomes can emerge from experience of team conflict within an 
effectual and uncertain problem space. 
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1 Introduction 

Demand for entrepreneurial competency developed through entrepreneurship education 
continues to draw attention in policy discussions (OECD, 2011; World Economic Forum, 
2011). While recent evaluations of entrepreneurship education have shown a  
general trend of focusing significantly on business and financial planning (Mwasalwiba, 
2010), this focus is argued by some as insufficient in delivering the knowledge and 
know-how to create new firms (Gruber, 2007). Increasingly, learning in teams is 
suggested as important for acting entrepreneurially (Harper, 2008; West III, 2007;  
Williams-Middleton, 2010). 

In the management literature, conflict in teams has been shown to negatively affect 
creativity (Jehn et al., 2010). Whilst team creativity is known to be affected by 
interpersonal tensions (Beersma and De Dreu, 2002; De Dreu, 2006; DeFillippi et al., 
2007), the relationship is not thoroughly understood. Additionally, both the success and 
continuation of work teams have been shown to have a negative relationship with conflict 
(Hackman and Wageman, 2005). Given the interest in learning in teams for 
entrepreneurial action, these relationships have potentially important implications for 
entrepreneurial teams. However, conflict in student entrepreneurship teams has not been 
the subject of in-depth study (Clarysse and Moray, 2004). Research has largely been 
conducted with management student teams and teams working in large organisations  
(see for example, Jehn and Bezrukova, 2004). At the same time, there is reason to believe 
that entrepreneurial teams might differ in important ways from these other two types of 
teams. 

A developing stream in the field of entrepreneurship suggests that the rationale 
developed by entrepreneurs in order to take action, and interact with others, might be 
better understood through the lens of effectual logic (Perry et al., 2011; Sarasvathy, 2008; 
Sarasvathy and Venkataraman, 2011). Whilst team conflict is often found to have 
negative consequences (see for example, De Dreu and Weingart, 2003; Jehn et al., 2010), 
we argue that this is due to the causal logic underlying this literature, and may not be 
readily applicable to entrepreneurial learning. If we were instead to build upon an 
effectual logic understanding, a logic through which actors transform and reconstitute 
their context into opportunity (Sarasvathy, 2008), conflict could be seen as a positive 
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process utilised by entrepreneurial teams to enable the development of an entrepreneurial 
mindset. Combining theories from management and entrepreneurial literatures, we 
suggest that conflict within an effectual problem space could, for example, enable 
building argumentation for one’s perspective, shape identity, and develop awareness of 
differences between task disputes and value disputes. Thus, changing the perspective on 
team conflict by taking into account differentiating aspects of the entrepreneurial context 
could allow for students to appreciate and utilise learning and outcomes from conflict 
situations. 

In this conceptual paper, we build on arguments from two distinct streams of 
literature, those around conflict and creativity in the management work teams literature 
and those around effectuation and entrepreneurial method in the entrepreneurship 
literature, as the first steps toward the development of a model of learning through 
conflict in entrepreneurial teams. Our aim is to explore if there is something different 
about the entrepreneurial context – particularly the emergent phase of new venture 
creation – that would make team conflict a beneficial learning experience. This question 
is proposed in comparison to existent management theories regarding the impact of team 
conflict, in part because management theories are still the prevalent basis for many 
entrepreneurship educations (Dew et al., 2009; Fisher, 2012; Mwasalwiba, 2010; West III 
et al., 2009). Our conceptualisation is initially intended for student entrepreneurship 
within a university setting. We suggest the university as a natural and important setting 
for entrepreneurial learning (Rae, 2006; Rae and Carswell, 2001), particularly regarding 
calls to expand entrepreneurial emphasis beyond business and management (Rae, 2010; 
Wilson, 2008). We further focus our argument at a level of interpersonal interaction  
(as compared to a policy perspective, or inter-organisational dynamic), as entrepreneurial 
learning has been argued to develop through discursive methods (Rae, 2005; Taylor and 
Thorpe, 2004; Williams-Middleton, 2010). 

2 The management literature perspective on team conflict and creativity 

To remain competitive, work in organisations is increasingly being carried out in teams 
(Tjosvold et al., 2004). There exists an extensive work teams literature which aims to 
understand the relationship between teamwork and its outcomes (performance in terms of 
meeting quality, quantity and flexibility objectives (Hoegl and Parboteeah, 2003); team 
satisfaction (De Dreu and Weingart, 2003)) and, sometimes, including intervening 
variables such as communication and, our focus in this paper, conflict. A less researched 
outcome is team creativity (see for example, Farh et al., 2010), defined as “the production 
of novel and useful ideas concerning products, services, processes, and procedures by a 
team of employees working together” [Shin and Zhou, (2007), p.1715]. The management 
literature is largely aimed at the understanding of established organisations, where control 
rather than creativity is the dominant paradigm. This control focus (i.e., a lack of 
perceived interest/need) may account for team creativity being treated as an outcome 
which is less important than that of performance. 

For at least 45 years, one major focus of the team performance literature has been to 
understand the influence of team conflict on team performance (see Pondy, 1967). Two 
primary types of team conflict – task and relationship – have been recognised. Whereas 
task conflicts arise when there is disagreement among team members about “the 
distribution of resources, procedures and policies, and judgments and interpretation of 
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facts”, relationship conflicts typically emerge over team members’ differing “personal 
taste, political preferences, values, and interpersonal style” [De Dreu and Weingart, 
(2003), p.741]. Here, we confine our discussion to task conflict because creativity often 
emerges at the crossroads of divergent avenues of knowledge (Amabile, 1996). Empirical 
results for the relationship between team task conflict and team outcomes have been 
mixed (see for example, De Dreu, 2006; De Dreu and Weingart, 2003; Jehn, 1995; 
Langfred, 2007). These inconsistent findings point to the need to understand under what 
conditions task conflict has a positive relationship with team outcomes, including team 
creativity (Hülsheger et al., 2004). Indeed, as the competitive environment demands ever 
more from organisations (Tjosvold et al., 2004), there have been calls in the management 
literature for more research on team creativity (Jehn et al., 2010; Shalley et al., 2004). We 
focus on exploring the relationships among team task conflict, team task creativity and 
the following five conditions: overall level of team task conflict; changes in the level of 
team task conflict over a team’s lifecycle; asymmetry of perceptions of team task conflict 
among team members; team conflict resolution strategies; and differences among types of 
tasks undertaken by teams. 

2.1 Level of conflict 

The degree of minority team dissent, or team task conflict, is argued to be necessary for 
team creativity, because it causes team members to re-evaluate the status quo, think along 
new lines, and in doing so adapt their approach to the task (De Dreu and West, 2001; 
McLeod et al., 1997). At the same time, too much task conflict may overwhelm team 
members with possibilities, making a coherent solution difficult (De Dreu, 2006) and 
increasing stress (De Dreu and Weingart, 2003; Jehn and Mannix, 2001). 

As too much task conflict can overwhelm but a least a degree of task conflict is 
required to allow new ideas to emerge, it has been proposed that perhaps there is an 
optimal amount of task conflict which allows for the full creative potential of the team to 
be realised (De Dreu, 2006; Farh et al., 2010). For example, a study of 71 information 
technology China-based project teams of a Fortune 50 company, one which is also 
consistently ranked in the top 20 creative firms in the world, showed that task conflict has 
a curvilinear effect on team creativity (Farh et al., 2010). Creativity was shown to be 
highest at moderate levels of task conflict. 

2.2 Lifecycle 

The relationship between task conflict and team creativity may also be contingent upon 
when conflict occurs during a project team’s life cycle. Gersick’s (1988, 1989) 
punctuated equilibrium model suggests that team members’ interactions and priorities 
shift significantly over the course of the team’s life cycle, with the midpoint of the team’s 
life cycle being a significant turning point between decisions about the task and 
completion of the task. Farh et al. (2010) found a relationship between the amount of task 
conflict and creativity to hold only for the Chinese IT teams which were in the early 
phase of group development (Gersick, 1988, 1989). There was no relationship between 
level of task conflict and creativity in the later phase of group development. Building on 
Ford and Sullivan (2004), the authors propose that task conflict only contributes to team 
creativity in the early ‘task decision’ phase because that is when new ideas are likely to 
be considered. 

Christina
Highlight

Christina
Sticky Note
Change "The" to "A"

Christina
Highlight

Christina
Sticky Note
Change "a" to "the"



   

 

   

   
 

   

   

 

   

    Team conflict contributing to entrepreneurial learning 5    
 

    
 
 

   

   
 

   

   

 

   

       
 

2.3 Asymmetry 

The influence of task conflict on team creativity may be complicated further still by 
asymmetric perception of the conflict among team members. There has been considerable 
research across a number of areas showing that team members do have different 
perceptions and experiences (see for example, Galinsky et al., 2006). Jehn, et al. (2010) 
studied the relationship between task conflict asymmetry and team outcomes, including 
creativity, in 51 work groups (82% were from engineering firms and 18% were from 
investment banks). While their results show that high task conflict asymmetry is 
negatively associated with team creativity, no significant relationship was found between 
task conflict asymmetry and team performance. High task conflict asymmetry indicates 
that the team lacks shared cognitive structures such as mental models (Cannon-Bowers  
et al., 1993; Mohammed et al., 2000; Van Boven and Thompson, 2003), necessary for 
creative, if not routine, solutions. 

2.4 Resolution strategies 

One important way in which teams can mitigate against the negative effects of task 
conflict on performance is through conflict resolution processes which reduce inequity, 
inefficiency and ineffectiveness (Jehn and Bendersky, 2003; Marks et al., 2001; Mathieu 
and Schulze, 2006; Tinsley, 2001; Weingart, 1992; Williams and O’Reilly, 1988). For 
teams to learn, adapt and successfully meet performance goals, they need not only a 
shared mental model but the right one to make the right choices (Argyris, 1982; 
Edmondson, 1999). Behfar et al. (2008) found that consistently high performing and 
improving teams talked about thinking ahead in regards to how future problems might be 
avoided or solved. In this way, a positive group atmosphere (i.e., one with high trust, high 
respect and high commitment among team members) can be maintained (Jehn and 
Mannix, 2001). 

2.5 Task typology 

McGrath’s (1984) seminal work on group interaction provides a comprehensive typology 
of tasks which highlights significant differences in terms of four basic processes: 
generation, choice, negotiation, and execution. Creative tasks are but one sub-task type 
which is concerned with generation, relying primarily on collaboration (rather than 
coordination or conflict resolution) and cognition (rather than behaviour). Empirical 
studies of team creativity are largely conducted on management student teams and teams 
working in large organisations (Jehn and Bezrukova, 2004) – for example class projects 
or other regular organisational work group tasks. New ventures, which resemble more 
open-ended project teams (in the sense that teams have more uncertain open-ended 
deadlines than project teams in established organisations), may require generating 
processes and may differently draw on choice, negotiation and execution. 

In sum, from the management literature, it seems that conflict in teams is something 
to be avoided, or at least minimised, as it generally brings with it negative consequences 
for team outcomes. The exception to this general rule seems to be when teams are to 
generate creative outcomes. Even so, there are suggestions for limitations on the amount 
and type of conflict within a team, so as not to negatively impact the team’s efficiency 
and effectiveness. Creativity seems to rank lower in importance as an outcome than 
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others. The underlying research, both theoretical and empirical, is conducted, as noted 
previously, through a lens of management control. An element of control is essential for 
machine bureaucracies striving to mass produce goods and services. Increasingly though, 
that lens seems to bring with it team rigidities which are not suited to the rapid change 
and innovation that the current environment demands. We propose that there are other 
lenses which might provide new ways of approaching management practice including the 
work of teams. One of these lenses is seeing entrepreneurship as a method and thus 
employing effectuation. 

3 Entrepreneurship seen as a method: effectuation literature 

Sarasvathy and Venkataraman (2011) argue that entrepreneurship is a phenomenon in its 
own right, not a sub-category of economics, management or other such phenomena. As 
such, there is a distinct method of human problem solving which can be called 
entrepreneurial, which unleashes the potential of human behaviour. Entrepreneurship as 
method recognises that the creation and/or recognition of opportunities stems from the 
entrepreneurial process, which is inherently a process of human interaction and inter-
subjectivity. Some researchers argue that learning entrepreneurship is best developed 
through active iteration of research and practice, given certain criteria. The creation and 
recognition of opportunities, rather than being solely contingent upon particular 
characteristics or traits of an individual (Fisher, 2012; Politis, 2008; Sarasvathy and 
Venkataraman, 2011), can be developed by an individual as an entrepreneurial expertise. 
This expertise is based on decision making processes called effectuation. 

3.1 Effectuation 

Effectuation is based on empirical research which found that entrepreneurs learn to act 
and interact utilising decisions that are not only premised upon an outlying goal, but also 
on the means available to them. Effectuation is defined as processes that “take a set of 
means as given and focus on selecting between possible effects that can be created with 
that set of means” (Sarasvathy, 2001). It emphasises human action, and is seen as most 
applicable when human action is “the predominant factor shaping the future” 
[Sarasvathy, (2001), p.252]. It is presented as an alterative to processes used to select and 
predict actions based on a specific goal or effect, known as causation. Effectuation does 
not replace causation, but is applied when the space in which decisions are made are 
uncertain, and means for predicting the future are not necessarily available. Decision 
making in such contexts is recognised as differential from the more stable and predictable 
space of existent organisations (Sarasvathy et al., 2008). 

3.2 Effectual problem space 

Effectuation is particularly applicable to the contextual uncertainty surrounding the 
entrepreneurial process of emergence (Gartner et al., 1992), including new venture 
creation. Sarasvathy (2008, p.70) describes this context as the effectual problem space, 
consisting of three main elements: 



   

 

   

   
 

   

   

 

   

    Team conflict contributing to entrepreneurial learning 7    
 

    
 
 

   

   
 

   

   

 

   

       
 

1 Knightian uncertainty – the impossibility of calculating possibilities for future 
consequences 

2 goal ambiguity – lack of assumed or structured preferences 

3 isotropy – the inability to determine upon which elements of an environment one 
should focus attention. 

To operate in the effectual problem space, Sarasvathy argues that entrepreneurs use a 
logic which is non-predictive, non-teleological and non-adaptive, and explains that this is 
a logic of design instead of a logic of choice. She calls this effectual logic. 

3.3 Effectual logic 

Empirical research regarding effectuation has explored decision making processes of 
experienced or expert entrepreneurs compared to nascent or non-entrepreneurs, often 
contrasting the way in which effectual and causal logics are utilised (Dew et al., 2008; 
Read et al., 2009; Sarasvathy and Dew, 2005). Effectuation builds upon five principles 
which guide an individual’s logic and behaviour: start with a given set of means, focus on 
affordable loss, focus on strategic alliances, leverage environmental contingencies, and 
attempt to control a future seen as unpredictable (Sarasvathy, 2008). Fundamentally, this 
logic suggests that individuals act from their knowledge of who they are (identity), what 
they know (knowledge), and who they know (network) to make guesses about uncertain 
future preferences in order to develop opportunities (Sarasvathy and Dew, 2005).  
This effectual logic is alternative to setting a predetermined goal and then thinking and 
acting in order to achieve said goal (i.e., causal logic). Because effectual logic is 
presented as a technology for guessing about uncertain future preferences (Sarasvathy 
and Dew, 2005), it is argued as excellent for exploiting contingencies under uncertainty, 
and as such, is considered more appropriate for the emergent stages of venture creation  
(Sarasvathy, 2001). 

Effectuation research is transitioning from an adolescent to an intermediate state 
(Perry et al., 2011). The majority of effectuation literature is conceptual, providing 
proposed and debated contributions to the definition of effectuation (see for example 
Baron, 2009; Chiles et al., 2007; Chiles et al., 2008; Dew and Sarasvathy, 2002; Goel and 
Karri, 2006; Karri and Goel, 2008; Sarasvathy, 2008; Sarasvathy and Dew, 2008a, 
2008b) particularly in comparison to causation. Additional research attempts to provide 
explanations for how effectuation may be applied (Dew et al., 2009; Read and 
Sarasvathy, 2005; Read et al., 2003; Sarasvathy et al., 2003; Wiltbank et al., 2006; 
Wiltbank et al., 2009). 

There is, as yet, little effectuation research which has focused on the entrepreneurial 
team – whether this is understood as one ‘entrepreneur’ together with a set of key 
stakeholders, or a collective of ‘entrepreneurs’ founding a new venture or opportunity. 
Indeed, there is generally relatively little research which addresses entrepreneurial teams 
beyond composition (Aldrich et al., 2003), entry and exit (Forbes et al., 2006; Ucbasaran 
et al., 2003), and success rate (Schutjens and Wever, 2000). But while the majority of 
effectuation research has focused either on the cognitive processes of the ‘entrepreneur’ 
or alternatively the outcomes of entrepreneurial activity, the underlying principles of 
effectuation stress the importance of interaction between the ‘entrepreneur’ and key 
stakeholders (Sarasvathy, 2008). Effectuation recognises that contingencies and effects 
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developed through the effectual process is not the result of one person, but the interaction 
of many associated actors. 

Perry et al. (2011) argue that additional research should explore, among others, the 
relationships between effectuation and more well-established entrepreneurship and 
management theories. We utilise this argument as the premise for introducing effectual 
logic relative to the work teams literature, emphasising learning within entrepreneurial 
teams. We argue that the work of Sarasvathy and others provides both a basis for why the 
problem space is different in the emergent phase of entrepreneurship, as well as some 
clues as to the treatment of an interactive dynamic as part of the decision making process. 

3.4 Effectuation and work teams 

In Section 2, we reviewed the work teams literature, specifically highlighting conditions 
associated to team task conflict and creativity. In Section 3, we reviewed the effectuation 
literature specifically highlighting decision making logic for operating under uncertainty. 
In Table 1, we summarise the literature of work teams and effectuation, recognising that 
the overall logic of work team literature is causal, predictive and goal-oriented, while 
effectuation emphasises logic which is effectual, non-predictive and means-oriented. 
Next we investigate how the differentiating underlying logic of effectuation may allow 
for positive learning outcomes from team conflict. 

Building on the rational choice work of James March, Sarasvathy and Dew argue that 
“the existence of ambiguous and even conflicting preferences is necessary for the 
successful creation of entrepreneurial novelty” (2005, p.387), and that these are more 
effectively drawn out through interaction with key actors, using a logic of commitment as 
compared to a logic of transaction. Sarasvathy states that effectuators are “more likely to 
build strong participatory cultures” (2001, p.261). Relating this point to the work team 
literature illustrates an emphasis on securing relational commitment, potentially to 
prevent negative relational conflict. The emphasis on high commitment also provides a 
strong foundation for conflict resolution. 

The emphasis on commitment does require willingness to engage, but the engagement 
is about determining what can be, compared to what should be. We see that this may 
imply that different points of view or perspectives are critical to the process of 
determining different potential futures, and also shows that working in the effectual space 
perhaps deals more with an early stage of the team task lifecycle. Furthermore, 
determining what can be also seems to relate more to generation of tasks, rather than 
negotiation or execution of tasks. 

Sarasvathy and Dew state that “a technology of foolishness begins with goal 
ambiguity as the norm, so participants in a relationship not only do not know each other’s 
motives; they are not quite sure of their own future preferences” (2005, p.401). This 
places all actors involved in the entrepreneurial process in potentially conflicting 
perspectives, where these can also be seen as a fundamental part of the process towards 
decision making and action. However, in this case, conflict may be perceived more as a 
given of the process rather than a limitation to team work. Building on the perspective 
that differentiating views are a given, or even a necessity, for decision making processes 
seems to also limit the potential of negative outcomes based on asymmetry. 
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Table 1 Review of the work teams and effectuation literatures 

Literature Overall logic Sub-themes Key references 

Organisational competitiveness is 
increasingly dependent on 
teamwork 

Tjosvold et al. (2004) 

Teamwork outcomes of interest are 
typically performance-focussed 
(e.g., quality, quantity, flexibility, 
team satisfaction and continuation, 
success) 

De Dreu and Weingart 
(2003), Hackman and 

Wageman (2005) and Hoegl 
and Parboteeah (2003) 

Less of a research focus on team 
creativity as an outcome 

Jehn et al. (2010) and Shalley 
et al. (2004) 

Research results mixed influence 
of team conflict on team outcomes

De Dreu (2006), De Dreu and 
Weingart (2003),  

Hulsheger et al. (2004) and 
Jehn (1995); Langfred (2007) 

Negative influence of team conflict 
on creativity dominant finding 

Beersma and De Dreu (2002), 
De Dreu (2006),  

DeFillippi et al. (2007) and 
Jehn et al. (2010) 

Optimal amount of task conflict 
allows full creative potential of the 
team to be realised 

De Dreu (2006) and  
Farh et al. (2010) 

Relationship between task conflict 
and team creativity contingent 
upon timing of such conflict during
a project team’s life cycle 

Farh et al.(2010) and  
Gersick (1988, 1989) 

High task conflict asymmetry is 
negatively associated with team 
creativity 

Jehn et al. (2010) 

Conflict resolution processes 
improve performance outcomes 
such as efficiency and 
effectiveness 

Jehn and Bendersky (2003), 
Marks et al. (2001), Mathieu 
and Schulze (2006), Tinsley 
(2001), Weingart (1992) and 

Williams and O’Reilly (1988) 

Work teams Causal 
Goal-oriented 

Predictive 

There are eight different team task 
types which draw on very different 
underlying processes. Creativity is 
one of the eight types. 

McGrath (1984) 

Management theories are still the 
prevalent basis for many 
entrepreneurship education 

Dew et al. (2009), Fisher 
(2012), Mwasalwiba (2010), 
Sarasvathy (2001) and West 

III et al. (2009) 

Effectuation Effectual 
Process-oriented 
Means-oriented 

The environment is dynamic, 
involving multiple interacting 
decision makers, in contrast to the 
static decision making towards 
pre-existing goals 

Sarasvathy (2001) 
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Table 1 Review of the work teams and effectuation literatures (continued) 

Literature Overall logic Sub-themes Key references 

Engagement in the process of 
entrepreneurship causes 
individuals to develop a particular 
entrepreneurial (decision making) 
expertise 

Dew et al. (2009), Read and 
Sarasvathy (2005), Sarasvathy 

(2008) and Sarasvathy and 
Venkataraman (2011) 

The firm is dependent upon the 
design and action of the 
‘entrepreneur’ including logic 
utilised to make decisions, in 
collaboration with committed 
stakeholders 

Dew et al. (2008), Fisher 
(2012), Read et al. (2009) and 

Sarasvathy (2001, 2004) 

Effectuation involves a logic of 
design impacting two core 
relationships: the founder and the 
firm, the firm and its environment 

Sarasvathy and Dew (2005) 
and Sarasvathy et al. (2008) 

Use of a non-predictive (effectual) 
logic has impact on the size and 
success of venture investment 

Read et al. (2009) and 
Wiltbank et al. (2009) 

Effectuation Effectual 
Process-oriented 
Means-oriented 

When acting in uncertainty, 
decisions are based on a preference 
for a course of action, relating to 
one’s identity, rather than for a 
particular outcome 

Sarasvathy and Dew (2005) 

Sarasvathy (2001, p.256) mentions Lindblom’s ‘successive limited comparisons’ model 
as one example of an alternative to traditional models of decision making which involves 
using conflicting values – both between decision makers and over temporal contexts. 
While she positions the model as not ‘causal’, it has only been applied relative to policy 
making, not towards entrepreneurship and thus requires empirical testing. We can 
conclude that it is not yet understood how to apply effectuation to decision making within 
a team, or even if this is plausible, but it seems important to try; for example through 
empirical longitudinal study of nascent entrepreneurial processes, such as student-teams 
engaging in venture creation in university settings. If it is plausible, we then need to also 
explore the impact that collective effectual reasoning may have upon the ‘success’ of the 
entrepreneurial process. We recognise that there may exist challenges or limitations in 
building relationships between the work team literature and effectuation, as some 
components may not resonate with one another. Nonetheless, we have identified some 
aspects of effectuation that seem to alter the conditions associated to team task conflict in 
ways that may allow for positive outcomes for entrepreneurial learning. 

4 Interactive dynamics influencing entrepreneurial learning 

We argue that the effectual problem space and the logic utilised in the space for making 
decisions impact the learning achieved by the entrepreneurial teams differently than if 
learning in entrepreneurial teams is premised in the management literature. In order to 
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explore this further, we first need to review how research proposes that entrepreneurial 
learning is achieved. 

In his triadic model of entrepreneurial learning (Rae, 2005), David Rae proposes three 
main themes, and eleven subsidiary themes, contributing to entrepreneurial learning. The 
first main theme is labelled personal and social emergence and deals with the 
development of entrepreneurial identity. Subsidiary themes contributing to this include 
narrative construction of identity, identity as practice, tension between current and future 
identity, and role of the family. The second main theme is labelled contextual learning 
and involves situated learning and experience from engagement within a community. 
Subsidiary themes contributing to contextual learning include learning through 
immersion within industry, opportunity recognition through cultural participation, and 
practical theories of entrepreneurial action. The third main theme is labelled negotiated 
enterprise, understood as the concept that new ventures are enacted through negotiation 
with others. Negotiated meaning, structure and practice, changing roles over time, 
engagement in networks of external relationship and participation and joint enterprise are 
all subsidiaries of negotiated enterprise. 

The majority of Rae’s themes are interactive, requiring dynamics between 
individuals. He emphasises entrepreneurial learning, building upon narrative theories and 
social construction perspectives (Rae, 2005), in comparison to cognitive theories. Thus, 
proposing the application of a decision-making logic to help facilitate learning could be 
seen as inconsistent with the theoretical basis Rae suggests. However, we argue that 
Rae’s three main themes for entrepreneurial learning align with the three core questions 
Sarasvathy presents as the basis for acting from an effectual logic, as follows. Personal 
and social emergence, which has to do with identity construction, can be associated to the 
first effectual question – who am I; negotiated enterprise, related to discursive 
engagement with one’s surrounding network, aligns with the third effectual question – 
who do I know; and contextual learning can be – what I know – as the experiential 
learning emerges through the entrepreneurial process. Rae’s model emphasises a shift 
from learning about cognitively assimilated knowledge and skills to learning which is 
intended for action and even developed through engagement in practice (Cope and Watts, 
2000; Lackeus and Williams-Middleton, 2011; Mwasalwiba, 2010) such that individuals 
can develop their own practical theory for acting entrepreneurially based on experience 
and intuition. We argue that this can be seen as consistent with Sarasvathy’s processes of 
effectuation. 

5 The contribution conflict brings to entrepreneurial learning 

We attempt to show how arguments from two distinct streams of literature, those around 
conflict and creativity in the management work teams literature and those around 
effectuation and entrepreneurial method in the entrepreneurship literature, could provide 
the building blocks of an interpersonal level model of learning through conflict in 
entrepreneurial teams. We consider if there is something different about the 
entrepreneurial context, particularly the emergent phase of new venture creation, that 
would make team conflict a beneficial learning experience compared to the generally 
negative impact conflict is said to have on team performance within management studies. 
Our conceptualisation is initially intended for student entrepreneurship within a 
university setting in order to address the impact of conflict during a learning process. We 
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argue that within an effectual problem space utilising effectual logic could enable 
learning generated from conflict within a team which would help students develop 
awareness of differences between task disputes and value disputes, generate opportunities 
through identified means and resources, and negotiate perspectives. These would in turn 
enable development of an entrepreneurial narrative, contributing to shaping 
(entrepreneurial) identity. 

Typical management teams are often concerned with routine, ongoing work, or 
incremental innovation. This means that these teams are, from the outset, task-focused 
with a specific goal and related constraints. An example might be the establishment of a 
project team in order to develop and launch a shampoo line extension before a major 
competitor does. The team has some idea from the outset what the basic product is to be; 
what resources – financial, information, operational, and human – are available to put 
behind the idea; and when the product needs to be launched. This example illustrates a 
causal logic approach: there are already many ‘givens’ and the problem space has quite 
clear boundaries. Too many ideas might paralyse the group. As a result, management of 
the group’s lifecycle, particularly in the early phase, is necessary. Significantly different 
perceptions among the team members are also likely to negatively impact the outcome  
(a successful shampoo brand extension) given all the ‘constraints’ that the team needs to 
manage. A shared mental model for conflict resolution becomes critical. Developing that 
goal-oriented shared mental model needs relationships within the team to be of good 
quality (e.g., high trust, high respect, and high commitment). Thus, the team is not only 
open to task-focused conflict, but also relational- or value-focused conflict, which we 
have not heretofore considered and which, in traditional management teams, tends to 
negatively impact team outcomes (Jehn, 1995, 1997). Personality or cultural clashes 
make it difficult for the team to make progress with the task and so the ‘midpoint’ 
transition (from decisions about the task to actually working on the task) and the final 
deadline are jeopardised. 

Building on an effectual logic perspective, an entrepreneurial team growing a new 
venture does not initiate decision making based on a predetermined goal. Perhaps the new 
venture will be a brand-new hair care product or perhaps it will be a brand-new home 
care service. Conflicting perspectives around a task in the effectual space are not 
weighted with a positive or negative judgment, because, by applying an effectual logic 
perspective, there is not a ‘supposed to be’ goal that dictates preference. Instead, goals 
are treated as hypotheses, experience as a theory, and memory (how we did things before) 
as an enemy (in the sense that we are not locked in a set of decisions simply because that 
is what we did before) (Sarasvathy and Dew, 2005). 

Applying effectual logics when acting within uncertainty creates a high commitment 
situation which allows conflicting perspectives to actually positively impact team 
performance. Different perspectives represent an introduction of different (new) means, 
leading to an expanding cycle of resources (Sarasvathy, 2008). Members of the new 
venture team consider what resources each member brings and explore what kinds of 
products or services these resources could be turned into, including which different ways 
resources can be combined or even expanded through additional social capital brought in 
through team members. Because the decision process is not dependent upon an existing 
goal, with given preferences and likelihoods, diverse and conflicting ideas about tasks 
can be experienced as positive and contributing to additional resources available. 
Relationships between team members may be different without the need to meet goal-
oriented outcomes. Team members negotiate among themselves and with external 
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‘others’, allowing the team to explore options. Because there is both a lack of a 
predetermined goal and high commitment, entrepreneurial learning is developed as 
different perspectives are negotiated and team members discuss how available means 
may be utilised for opportunity development. 

While applying an effectual logic may help to defuse potential task-conflict when 
making decisions, relational or value-based conflict may still present challenges to 
entrepreneurial teams. Because entrepreneurs operate in ambiguous or uncertain 
circumstances, they often anchor decisions relative to their ‘gut’ or their identity to 
(Sarasvathy and Dew, 2005). While diversity in teams has been shown, in certain cases, 
contribute to creativity, it may also lead to relational conflict, just as we discussed in 
regard to the management team example. However, another potential benefit of the 
effectual logic approach is that the entrepreneurial team will know that conflict arising in 
the team is likely to be relational, and can thus, from an early stage think ahead to prepare 
action for dealing with this type of conflict. 

The effectuation perspective also brings with it the possibility of seeing interpersonal 
differences as a positive contribution to the new venture creation process. It is important 
to understand conflict simply as ‘incompatible activities’ which occur in both cooperative 
and competitive situations as an integral part of organisational life (Deutsch, 1973; 
Tjosvold, 2008). If there are differences in values among team members, and it would be 
surprising if there were not, these differences need to be understood as providing the 
members with additional rich resources they can draw upon. So the calling into question 
of one’s identity as it is being developed, or during transition from one identity to another 
– that of the entrepreneur – could lead to a negative experience of conflict, particularly if 
there is not a logic in place that allows for a design focus. However, if the team is 
building upon an effectuation perspective, such that decision making does not begin with 
given and ordered preferences, then there is room for the team to help shape, through 
narrative, the identity. 

6 Conclusions 

We suggest the negative consequences of team conflict found in management literature 
may be due to the causal logic underlying this literature, and thus may not be readily 
applicable to entrepreneurial learning. Through exploring relationships between team 
work, conflict in teams and effectuation, we propose that positive learning outcomes can 
emerge from experience of team conflict within an effectual and uncertain problem 
space. 

Recognising that there is a general desire to increase entrepreneurial activity, often in 
the form of new venture creation, and that entrepreneurship education is one main avenue 
for developing the competencies for new venture creation, we attempt to highlight an 
important differentiation between how team conflict is approached in management theory 
versus entrepreneurship theory. We argue that while many of the theories of 
organisational behaviour that stem from management theories hold for the emergent 
phase of entrepreneurship, some theories – in this case, theories regarding the impact of 
team conflict – may not hold when effectual logic is introduced. Thus, we 
encourage researchers to undertake in-depth longitudinal (e.g., narrative and action-
research) studies of entrepreneurial student and new venture teams to explore conflict 
(i.e., incompatible activities) as it unfolds in effectual problem spaces. 
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