
Perceptions- Looking at the World through Entrepreneurial Lenses 

ABSTRACT 

In this chapter we consider how the perceptions of entrepreneurs might differ from those 
of non-entrepreneurs and how this might lead individuals to act entrepreneurially when others 
would not. Perceptions are reality for nascent entrepreneurs who must make business decisions 
in an uncertain world, based on what they see. or what they think they see. We use the analogy 
of 'entrepreneurial lenses' and discuss clear lenses (self-efficacy). rose-colored lenses 
(cognitive biases), blue lenses (simplistic decision rules). yellow lenses (preference for 
monetary gains). purple lenses (preference for intrinsic benefits), and telescopic lenses 
( overestimation of profits and underestimation of risks). We also consider the frames that hold 
the lenses (framing effects). 

INTRODUCTION 

It is said that entrepreneurs look at the world through different eyes. th:lt they see the 

future better than others do, sec opportunities that others do not see. do not see risks that others 

do see, and so on. But maybe it is not their eyes that make entrepreneurs different but the 

lenses though which they look. Lenses can change one's view of the world, compensating for 

deficiencies in our visual acuity or helping us see things in a different way. Lenses bring 

objects into focus, make objects seem closer or further away, reduce or increase the amount of 

light admitted to the eyes, change the color of things, and so on. The analogy of looking 

through lenses can help us understand the thinking and the behavior of entrepreneurs, so in this 

chapter we will examine the lenses that entrepreneurs (metaphorically) look through as they 

fonn the intention to behave entrepreneurially and as they e:-...-ploit entrepreneurial 

opportunities. 

Perceptions are important at various points in the entrepreneurial process. At the 

beginning of this process, individuals fonn the intention to become an entrepreneur and enter 

2 

the 'e:,.,-ploration phase• (McMullen & Shepherd, 2006; Choi. Levesque & Shepherd, 2008). 

The formation of entrepreneurial intentions might precede. or follow, the discovery of the 

specific entrepreneurial opportunity to be e,xploited. For some, the fonnation of the general 

intention to become an entrepreneur will trigger the search for a desirable entrepreneurial 

opportunity, while for others the discovery of a specific and desirable entrepreneurial 

opportunity might trigger the fonnation of entrepreneurial intentions. Bhave (I 994) calls the 

former case 'internally stimulated opportunity recognition' and the latter case ·e.,1emally 

stimulated opportunity recognition·. In the former case the individual enters the e>.-ploration 

phase wanting to be an entrepreneur and may explore many entrepreneurial opportunities 

before settling on one to ·exploit' (McMullen & Shepherd, 2006) when a sufficiently attractive 

opportunity presents itself. The alternative case, where the individual discovers the opportunity 

first and subsequently decides to become an entrepreneur. is exemplified by the scientist who 

previously had no intention ofbecoming an entrepreneur, preferring instead to do research and 

publish papers, but who discovers a new technology and subsequently gains intellectual 

property protection for that technology. This individual might then be 'pushed' (Smilor & 

Feeser. 1991) by members of his/her social network. and perhaps also by investors. to 

commercialize the proprietary technology, and consequently fonns entrepreneurial intentions 

and enters the exploration phase of the entrepreneurial process. 

In the exploration phase, the individual is a 'nascent entrepreneur' meaning that they are 

actively planning to start their own business (Shaver. Caner. Gartner & Reynolds, 2001). In 

this phase they conduct viability screening on one or more new venture opportunities they 

perceive. The viability screening process involves gathering information about the resources 

needed to exploit the specific new venture opportunity, considering whether or not these 
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