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Positive Stress and Reflective Practice 
among Entrepreneurs

Kati Tikkamäki*,1Päivi Heikkilä**,2Mari Ainasoja***3

Abstract
While heavy stress loads seem an unavoidable aspect of entrepreneurship, the 
positive side of stress (often referred to as ‘eustress’) remains a neglected area of 
research. This paper contributes to entrepreneurship research by linking the research 
streams of eustress and reflective practice. As a tool for analysing and developing 
thoughts and actions, reflective practice plays an important role in the interpretative 
work essential to positive stress experiences. Following an overview of approaches to 
stress at work, eustress and reflective practice, the paper explores how entrepreneurs 
experience the role of positive stress and reflective practice in their work and 
describes the reflective tools utilized by entrepreneurs in promoting eustress. The 
research process was designed to support reflective dialogue among the 21 Finnish 
entrepreneurs from different fields who participated in the study, with results based 
mainly on qualitative interviews. Nine of the interviewed entrepreneurs also kept 
a positive stress diary, including a three-day physiological measurement analysing 
their heartbeat variability. The findings suggest that positive stress and reflective 
practice are intertwined in the experiences of entrepreneurs and illustrate the role 
of reflective practice as a crucial toolset for promoting positive stress, comprising 
six reflective tools: studying oneself, changing one’s point of view, putting things 
into perspective, harnessing a feeling of trust, regulating resources and engaging 
in dialogue. Individual reflective capabilities vary, and a theory-driven division of 
reflective practice into individual, social and contextual dimensions is considered 
useful in understanding those differences. The research offers a starting point for 
exploring how eustress and reflective practice affect the well-being of entrepreneurs.
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Introduction
Stress can be regarded as one of the darker aspects of entrepreneurial 
leadership (Kuratko, 2007). Entrepreneurs are commonly assumed to be 
subject to stress because of their heavy workloads, risk in their business 
activities (Palmer, 1971), a higher-than-average need for achievement 
(Langan-Fox & Roth, 1995), long working hours and a self-established 
role in the organisation (Harris, Saltstone & Fraboni, 1999). The fact that 
business survival rests on the entrepreneur’s shoulders is likely to be a 
source of pressure, and high stress tolerance is seen as one of the strengths 
of the entrepreneurial personality (Frese, 2009). Rahim (1996) found that 
entrepreneurs reported a higher internal locus of control than managers and 
were therefore in a position to manage stress more effectively. Entrepreneurs 
may also have a special attitude to stress. According to a recent study, self-
employed people experience greater stress than employees, but despite 
negative health effects, they also experience a positive effect of stress in 
terms of their income (Cardon & Patel, 2015).

Entrepreneurs in particular must find a balance between work and life 
outside work, and between productivity and recovery. In this regard, work 
and non-work can be seen as distinct domains or as mutual domains that 
influence, compensate, facilitate or conflict. Here, ‘balance’ is understood 
as active doing—bringing into equilibrium—in which human beings are seen 
to be able to manage balance in their lives (Guest, 2002). On that basis, it 
would seem useful for each individual to find their own interpretation of 
that balance through reflective practice. Many entrepreneurs differ from 
employees in their perspective on work-life balance—for instance, in relation 
to autonomy and passion for work, which are common characteristics of 
entrepreneurs (Frese, 2009). 

The present study focuses on the positive side of stress (eustress) and 
on reflective practice among entrepreneurs; the aim is to illuminate the 
reflective skills and resources used by entrepreneurs to promote positive 
stress in their lives. This positive side of stress has to date attracted less 
research interest than negative stress. Although the beneficial aspects of 
stress were recognized several decades ago (e.g. Lazarus, 1966; Selye, 1974), 
they have been neglected in recent research; in particular, a number of 
authors have identified a need for further research on eustress in work-life 
settings (Hargrove, Nelson & Cooper, 2013; Le Fevre, Matheny & Kolt, 2003; 
Simmons & Nelson, 2007). Research suggests that both positive and negative 
affect may influence many aspects of work in terms of change-oriented 
behaviour (Amabile, Barsade, Mueller & Staw, 2005; Anderson, De Dreu, & 
Nijstad, 2004; George & Zhou, 2002); for example, distress has been found 
to hinder creativity and innovativeness (Amabile, Barsade, Mueller & Staw, 
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2005). Given the widely accepted role of stress in entrepreneurship, a better 
understanding seems especially important in that context. 

The key factor in eustress is that responses to stressors depend on 
one’s perception of the situation and can therefore be interpreted either 
positively or negatively (Hargrove et al., 2013; Lazarus, 1966; Simmons & 
Nelson, 2007). To the extent that reflection contributes to this interpretation, 
reflective practice is potentially a tool for entrepreneurs seeking to harness 
the benefits of eustress. However, there is a lack of empirical research on 
the positive stress experiences of entrepreneurs in general and only a few 
studies on the relationship between stress and reflection. This paper takes a 
first step towards bridging this gap by exploring entrepreneurs’ descriptions 
of positive stress and reflective practice in their everyday experiences. Our 
research questions were as follows.

How do entrepreneurs experience the role of positive stress and 
reflective practice in their work?

Do entrepreneurs describe reflective practices in connection with their 
positive stress experiences? If so, what kinds of tools for reflective practice do 
they utilize to exploit positive stress?

LITERATURE REVIEW

Approaches to stress at work: towards a more positive and holistic 
approach
Research on work stress has been guided by a number of theories, variously 
emphasising, for example, the relationship between job demands and job 
control (demand-control model) (Karasek & Theorell, 1990); the imbalance 
between perceived efforts and rewards at work (effort-reward imbalance 
model) (Siegrist, 1996) or the processes of appraisal and coping (cognitive 
stress theory) (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). 

The view of stress adopted here is based mainly on transactional 
theories. Lazarus & Folkman’s (1984) cognitive theory distinguishes between 
primary and secondary appraisal processes; first, a situation is evaluated 
in terms of perceived potential risk, and secondary appraisal then assesses 
potential actions and ways of coping. Cox (1978) emphasised the ongoing and 
individual nature of the appraisal process; his model also included outcome 
and feedback stages of coping. This transactional view is useful in exploring 
stress experiences and reflective practice, as the interpretation of stressors is 
seen as a key factor in explaining the emotions and reactions associated with 
the stress experience. The focus of the present research is not the appraisal 
process itself but a holistic exploration of individual reflections on experience. 
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While transactional theories acknowledge the role cognitive and 
emotional processes in experiences of stress, they have tended to focus mainly 
on stress as a negative phenomenon. When coping skills are inadequate, 
stress induces negative feelings and reduces work performance. According 
to one definition of distress, it "occurs when an individual perceives that 
the demands of an external situation are beyond his or her perceived ability 
to cope with them" (Lazarus, 1966). However, more recent approaches to 
stress also recognise the positive impacts that job characteristics and 
conditions may have on wellbeing. The job demands-resources (JDR) model 
(Bakker & Demerouti, 2014; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004) is based on the work 
of Karasek and Siegrist but approaches stress from a wider perspective, 
in which job demands and resources are seen as key conditions that may 
have a negative impact on health but may also increase work motivation. 
Job demands might include workload, task complexity and role ambiguity, 
all of which require considerably energy. Job resources (aspects of the job 
that may have motivational potential and help to tackle demands) include. 
autonomy, opportunities for growth and performance feedback. According 
to the JDR model, when sufficient job resources are available, job demands 
may boost work engagement and performance. Job crafting, redesigning and 
reimagining in personally meaningful ways offer possibilities for optimizing 
job demands and resources (Bakker, 2015). 

Although many theories also acknowledge the positive side of stress, only 
a few have emphasised this aspect or studied it empirically. One exception is 
Simmons and Nelson’s (2007) holistic model of stress, which can be seen as an 
example of positive psychology (‘a science of positive subjective experience’), 
questioning the focus on disease and emphasizing human strengths and 
health as the presence of positive states (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). 
The holistic model of stress includes both distress (negative) and eustress 
(positive), characterising these as separate and distinct responses. Simmons 
and Nelson (2007) propose that appraisal of any encounter can produce 
positive or negative meanings; they focus on the positive aspects, exploring 
how people may also cope by ‘savouring the positive’ and so developing 
resources for managing demanding encounters. 

The idea that stress experiences can be divided into the harmful (distress) 
and the beneficial (eustress) is not new (Selye, 1974), but the limited existing 
research means that the phenomenon has not been clearly conceptualized. 
Current understanding emphasises the interpretation of stressors; responses 
to stressors depend on one’s perception of the situation and can therefore 
be interpreted either positively, negatively or as a combination of the two 
(Hargrove et al., 2013). In addition, positive affect can have a buffering effect 
on (di)stress. In a recent empirical study of stress among self-employed 
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people, positive affect was found to mitigate the negative effects of stress 
on physical health and to accentuate the positive effect on personal income. 
This may also cause negative stress to seem ‘worth it’ for this occupational 
group (Cardon & Patel, 2015).

Eustress relates to more familiar positive work-related concepts such 
as flow experience and work engagement. The experience of eustress can 
culminate in flow, which has been called ‘the epitome of eustress’ (Hargrove 
et al., 2013). In flow, the individual is fully focused on and extremely 
motivated by the work task, to the extent that nothing else seems to matter 
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). Work engagement is defined as a positive, relatively 
stable, affective-motivational state of fulfilment at work (Schaufeli, Salanova, 
González-Romá & Bakker, 2002). As work engagement is a more stable state 
than eustress, this may contribute to a greater likelihood of experiencing 
eustress.

Based on the above evidence, rather than minimising the negative 
impacts of stress, we seek to acknowledge its potential positive effects on 
entrepreneurs’ wellbeing. Perception and interpretation both play a crucial 
role in stress reactions, serving to define when these are experienced as either 
debilitating or empowering and setting the context for reflective practice.

Reflective practice: interpreting and promoting eustress
“Reflection is an active and purposeful process of exploration and discovery, 
often leading to unexpected outcomes. It is the bridge between experience 
and learning, involving both cognition and feelings” (Boud, Keogh & Walker, 
1985). 

There is broad consensus among learning theorists that reflection is 
at the core of adult learning and professional growth, transformation and 
empowerment (Boud et al., 1985; Dewey, 1938; Kolb, 1984). Depending 
on the grounding ontological and epistemological premises, reflection has 
been variously defined. Often visualized as a bridge between experience and 
learning (Boud et al., 1985), reflection is a meta-competence—a competency 
that enables individuals to monitor and/or develop other competencies 
(Cheetham & Chivers, 1998), referring to the ability to ‘learn to learn’ and 
to think ‘outside the box’. In the workplace, reflection is a powerful tool for 
problem solving, making tacit knowledge explicit and examining practice and 
routines (Argyris & Schön, 1996; Boud, Cressey & Dogherty, 2006; Schön, 
1983). Such conscious processes allow us to make decisions that are active 
and aware about our learning experiences by evaluating them and making 
choices about what we will or will not to do (Boud, Keogh & Walker, 2002).
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Reflection is often related to an individual’s cognitive processes, as in 
becoming aware of and evaluating, questioning and criticising experiences, 
assumptions, beliefs, practices and emotions. It relates to skills of self-
regulation, self-monitoring (Zimmerman, 1995) and self-directedness. 
At the individual level, reflection seems to resonate well with cognitive 
stress theory’s concept of primary appraisal, in which one considers the 
significance of an encounter and evaluates it in terms of its personal meaning 
(Lazarus, 2001). Reflection has also been discussed as a process of seeking 
understanding (Mezirow, 1981; Schön, 1983; Raelin, 2001) through self-
dialogue (Hilden & Tikkamäki, 2013; Tsang, 2007), in which self-talk plays a 
crucial role. Inner speech provides self-generated feedback that can affect 
individual performance (Neck, Neck, Manz & Godwin, 1999). 

Beyond individual reflection, other studies have explored how 
individuals engage in collective reflection (Boud et al. 1985; Raelin, 2001). 
This type of dialogue with others (e.g. with colleagues) (Hilden & Tikkamäki, 
2013; Tsang, 2007) is embedded in processes of interaction, opinion sharing, 
asking for feedback, challenging groupthink and collective experimentation 
and innovation. In addition to these individual and collective dimensions, 
there are contextual factors in reflection related to organisational structures, 
practices and culture (Elkjaer, 2001; Jordan, 2010), physical work environment 
and time pressures. Reflection must be supported by suitable organizational 
structures and practices; of crucial concern is how reflection is organized 
and embedded in everyday work. These three essential levels of analysis 
(individual, collective and organizational) are broadly accepted by learning 
theorists and in the management literature (Crossan, Lane & White,1999; 
Hoyrup, 2004).

At its best, reflection is a state of mind or an orientation leading to reflective 
practice, the capacity to reflect on action (Schön, 1983) to improve one’s 
work. This is an active, dynamic, action-based and ethical set of skills, located 
in real time and dealing with real, complex and difficult situations (Bright, 
1996). Reflective practice is a complex emotional and intellectual process 
that calls for self-awareness, self-regulation and interaction with others. 
Reflecting on different approaches to work and reshaping understanding of 
past and current experiences can lead to improved work practices (Leitch & 
Day, 2000), as well as to modification of skills to suit specific contexts and 
situations, and ultimately to the invention of new strategies (Larrivee, 2000). 
Definitions of reflective practice share some characteristics of cognitive 
stress theory’s (Lazarus, 2001) secondary appraisal process in evaluating the 
availability of coping resources. ‘Coping’ refers to the constantly changing 
cognitive and behavioural efforts one makes to manage demands appraised 
as taxing or as exceeding one’s resources. 
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Although organizational learning theorists have noted the importance 
of reflection and reflective practice (Schön, 1983; Weick & Sutcliffe, 2001), 
discussion has for some reason been confined largely to learning and has not 
been fully integrated with stress research. However, a few exceptions reveal 
the links between reflective practice and experiences of stress. One such study 
showed a significant positive correlation between rumination and stress, and 
self-reflection was negatively associated with distress (Smaie & Farahani, 
2011). In another study, among other interventions, Bono, Glomb, Shen, Kim 
and Koch (2013) asked health care professionals to reflect on their work by 
writing down three good things that had happened during their day. The aim 
was to help employees to shift the focus of attention to positive events, to 
benefit from positive events by recognizing and making sense of them and to 
savour events both individually and with others. The results showed that this 
kind of reflective intervention helped employees to reduce distress, with a 
statistically significant reduction in reported health complaints. 

Beyond these studies, there is (to our knowledge) no earlier research 
linking reflective practice explicitly to positive stress experiences, and 
more research is needed, especially in an entrepreneurial context. Many 
aspects of that earlier research, such as the important role of interpretation 
in transactional stress theories and the conceptual similarities between 
reflectivity and coping, invite further exploration of links between the 
capacity and willingness to reflect and experiences of eustress and balance.

As we understand it, reflective practice can also be viewed as a meta-
level component of psychological capital, which may further illuminate 
connections between positive stress experiences and reflection. According 
to Jensen (2012), psychological capital involves self-efficacy, hope, optimism 
and resilience—characteristics that may hold the key to understanding 
entrepreneurial stress. Recognising and building psychological capital may 
help to clarify how individuals respond to stressors in an entrepreneurial 
environment and how they develop coping strategies to deal with stress. 
Again, psychological capital is constructed and reinforced through processes 
of conscious (self-)evaluation and examination.

Research methods and data
The present study adopted a qualitative and multi-methodological approach, 
combining interviews, interpretations of physiological measurement data, 
diary-keeping and reflective dialogue between participants. The principles 
of reflective practice guided the research process, which was also designed 
to serve as a reflective process for participants, with an opportunity to 



42 / Positive Stress and Reflective Practice among Entrepreneurs

New Topics in Entrepreneurship and Innovations Management
Krzysztof Klincewicz, Anna Ujwary-Gil (Eds.)

participate in two peer-mentoring groups during the research process to 
reflect with other participants on their experiences.

As entrepreneurs have more freedom of choice than employees in their use 
of time and ways of working, they may also have more opportunities to engender 
experiences of eustress. For this reason, a study of positive stress effects among 
entrepreneurs can potentially provide insights into both the wellbeing of that 
population and the links between positive stress and reflective practice more 
generally. The 21 participating entrepreneurs were Finns aged 30–52 years, 
most of whom ran small companies with fewer than 10 employees in fields that 
included consulting and education, the building industry and software design. A 
majority were relatively new entrepreneurs (12 for less than five years).

The process of data collection and analysis proceeded in two phases. 
In the first phase, the 21 participants were interviewed face-to-face. These 
two-hour interviews were semi-structured but open, concentrating on 
personal experiences of entrepreneurship and positive stress. Interviews 
were conducted by two researchers, at the participant’s workplace or 
at some quiet location. To begin, interviewees were asked to trace their 
personal history as an entrepreneur and to describe their everyday working 
life. Second, they were asked to recall at least one experience of positive 
stress (if any) and to elaborate on their related emotions, behaviours and 
attitudes. Third, they were asked to identify any factors they considered 
relevant in achieving a state of positive stress. Given the exploratory nature 
of our research, the interview questions were broad and open. The aim was 
to encourage participants to mention anything that was meaningful to them. 
Questions relating specifically to reflective practice were deferred to the end 
of the interview and included the following:

 • Do you think over and analyse your working habits and behaviour 
from the point of view of stress or wellbeing? If so, how do you do it? 

 • What have you learned about yourself and stress management during 
your time as an entrepreneur?

Transcribed interview data were thematically analysed; coding followed 
the steps defined by Braun and Clarke (2006). The analysis proceeded as 
follows:
1) Familiarization with data. The transcribed data were first read through 

in their entirety by four of the project researchers. The main content of 
each interview was discussed within the multidisciplinary research team 
to build a mutual understanding of the data that would form a basis for 
analysis.

2) Generating initial codes. All data were then systematically coded. The 
aim was to code all available methods of stimulating positive stress. 
Initial coding was data-driven and analysed without reference to any 
preconceived framework. 
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3) Searching for themes among codes. Based on their similarities, codes 
related to stimulating positive stress were then grouped into wider 
themes. This bottom-up analysis generated six main themes (later 
defining the toolsets in the positive stress toolbox). One of these six 
themes related to reflection and reflective practice (later named the 
reflective practice toolset). 

4) Reviewing themes. The six themes were further analysed to identify 
tools that entrepreneurs considered meaningful in managing positive 
stress. This further analysis produced 24 subthemes (later named 
as the tools of the toolbox). Within these themes, quotations were 
thematically grouped according to their affinity. More specifically, the 
theme describing reflection and reflective practice was reviewed from 
a number of angles: descriptions of capability and willingness to reflect, 
the three theory-based dimensions of reflective practice (individual, 
social and contextual) and the data-driven categorization of this toolset 
into six subthemes (later named as reflective tools of the toolset).

5) Defining and naming themes and production of the final report. Finally, 
all themes and subthemes were listed, with accompanying descriptions, 
and quotations were chosen to illustrate entrepreneurs’ experiences of 
reflective practice and stimulating positive stress. 
In the second phase, nine of the interviewed entrepreneurs recorded 

a positive stress diary, including a three-day physiological measurement 
analysing heartbeat variability. The second phase was designed to deepen the 
research data, using those participants who volunteered to further explore 
and reflect on their positive stress experiences. While interview data in the 
first phase drew on past experiences, the second phase complemented this by 
addressing ongoing eustress experiences. Nine volunteers wore equipment to 
measure heartbeat variability (Firstbeat) for three days during everyday work, 
sleep and leisure time. A personal report from each volunteer included a 24/7 
profile of factors that affected well-being and performance. Researchers were 
trained to interpret the report by the service provider, but the physiological 
data was not analysed as such; instead, it was used as a research and 
reflection method to help participants to increase their understanding of the 
experience of positive stress. The researchers walked participants through the 
results during a second face-to-face interview to explore how entrepreneurs 
themselves interpreted and described the eustress experiences recorded in 
the diary notes and physiological data. Interview data were again transcribed 
and analysed, using the same procedurę as in the first phase. However, in this 
second phase, codes and themes were constantly mirrored to the results of 
the first phase to identify any similarities or conflicts between the two data 
sets. The same six main themes were again identified in this second data set, 
yielding further insights into some subthemes. This phase provided real-time 
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information about positive stress experiences and also helped participants to 
understand their behaviour at a physiological level. This two-phase approach 
provided an opportunity to explore the learning and development process of 
volunteering participants.

Toolset for reflective practice promoting eustress
All those interviewed recognised the phenomenon of positive stress; indeed, 
the enthusiasm and positive experiences linked to eustress were even seen 
as reasons for becoming an entrepreneur, as they led one to feel that the 
work was rewarding. The entrepreneurs described their eustress experiences 
as a state of enjoyment and productivity, making the work feel effortless. 
According to one entrepreneur, 

It is like dancing on the water. Like getting wings ... Things are solved, 
although there is some pressure. Or I’d claim that they are solved because of 
the pressure (Female, 38 years old, consulting).

In addition to individual achievements, positive stress was often linked 
to social situations, where insecurity, meaningfulness of the situation and 
shared enthusiasm facilitated experiences of eustress. As one entrepreneur 
stated,

I feel it is more important that the crew is in such a state [of eustress] 
rather than the individual (Male, 45 years old, digital consulting).

Entrepreneurs’ experiences of eustress were analysed by identifying 
the tools they use to recognise and stimulate positive stress and to balance 
positive and negative stress. Based on categorization of the collected data, 
six eustress toolsets were identified: reflective practice, organizing work, 
stimulating positive pressure, harnessing feelings of joy, preparing mentally 
and recovering (Figure 1). Together, these six toolsets constituted a positive 
stress toolbox related to job crafting (Berg, Dutton & Wrzesniewski, 2013; 
Wrzesniewski & Dutton, 2001), promoting entrepreneurs’ capability to 
reshape the boundaries of their work practices through task, relational and 
cognitive crafting. 

Among the six toolsets, the reflective practice toolset was identified as 
crucial for promotion of eustress, and this toolset was therefore selected as 
the focus of this paper. In the next sections, we concentrate on the content 
and meaning of this reflective practice toolset; the remaining five toolsets fall 
outside the scope of this paper.

Capability and willingness to reflect
The entrepreneurs varied in their capability and willingness to reflect. 
Those who were not reflection-oriented reported that they acted mainly 
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on their intuition. However, many others regularly used reflective ways of 
thinking and working and believed this practice to be beneficial. In particular, 
entrepreneurs from the training and consulting sectors seemed to have 
internalised reflective practice as a way of analysing past experiences and 
oneself. One entrepreneur shared the following observation:

You sit on the plane and start to think what happened during the past 
three days. You start to list down that this went well, this went well, this is a 
bit unfinished, and this is where we flopped and the reasons for it … I analyse 
my environment, and myself, and I know my strengths and weaknesses, 
and actually, there are plenty of weaknesses… (Male, 52 years old, pet shop 
entrepreneur).

Most of the participants were interested in developing their work 
practices, and participation in the study encouraged them to reflect on their 
ways of working and thinking. Interacting with the researchers, writing down 
their experiences and interpreting their physiological data all supported a 
reflective orientation. For example, one entrepreneur first thought that 
eustress referred to enthusiastic, puppy-like rushing around. However, having 
completed all the research steps, he realised that eustress was actually most 
likely to occur when he remained calm and truly concentrated on his actions. 
For another entrepreneur, the research process was a trigger for thinking 
about her life situation at a broader level:

The thing that got me to think about my feelings in this study was asking, 
‘Does it make any sense just to rush around and neglect your well-being all 
the time?’ … I’ve been thinking on a wider scale what carries me on. And 
I’ve been listening to others about what they tell about themselves and their 
recovery (Female, 49 years old, consulting).

Individual, social and contextual dimensions of reflective practice
Although both individual and social dimensions of reflective practice were 
discerned from the data, the emphasis was on individual reflection. Many 
of the entrepreneurs reported that they analyse and consciously think over 
their ways of thinking and doing, as illustrated by the following two excerpts:

I’m not sure whether it is self-analysis, but you need to be, all the time, 
a bit conscious of where you are going. Because it [stress] gets you so easily, 
negative stress especially (Female, 43 years old, cleaning services).

What I have learned about entrepreneurship is that it is continuously 
proceeding. But also stopping to think what you have achieved, what you 
have learned and how you utilize it (Female, 38 years old, training/consulting).
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The data also contained many examples of the social dimension of 
reflective practice; in practice, this meant discussing and analysing with 
colleagues, professionals and close associates. As the following two excerpts 
suggest, reflective dialogue also played a role in joint innovation. 

I think it is part of our way of working, all the time, embedded in it … The 
idea of continuous reflection is in our backbones ... I think we do it every day; 
we think whether we could do this better or whether a way of doing things 
is a practical or appropriate one (Female, 46 years old, training/consulting).

Many moments of positive enthusiasm come when we sit down together 
and process things … It was sort of a state of enthusiasm, you know, such that 
the thing got clearer, we understood it together, a sort of positive excitement. 
Then you automatically get up and start to make it on the flip chart together, 
you can see that people get excited when they do it together… (Male, 41 
years old, consulting).

Contextual factors were also identified as having an impact on reflective 
practice. The examples from entrepreneurs’ experiences related to an inspiring 
work environment and the importance of occasionally changing that environment 
to see things from different angles. While some entrepreneurs reported that 
they struggled to find time for reflection, others had explicitly allocated such 
time—for example, reserving one day a week for self-development.

The reflective practice toolset 
The reflective practice toolset consists of the following six reflective tools:
1) Studying oneself
2) Changing one’s point of view
3) Putting things into perspective
4) Harnessing a feeling of trust
5) Regulating resources 
6) Engaging in dialogue

In practice, studying oneself (tool 1) means that entrepreneurs 
recognized, analysed and evaluated their ways of thinking and doing. Changing 
one’s point of view (2) refers to examining situations and experiences open-
mindedly and from different perspectives (e.g. from the client’s perspective) 
and, in particular, from a positive point of view. For example, seeing failure as 
a potential guide for learning is one way to detect the positive. Putting things 
into perspective (3) relates to thinking about life on a broader scale—for 
example, remembering that business is only one dimension of life. Harnessing 
a feeling of trust (4) refers both to trusting oneself as a professional and 
trusting the future. Building confidence in one’s own abilities also includes 
forgiving oneself, allowing oneself to occasionally say ‘no’ and avoiding making 
decisions just to please others. Regulating resources (5) means assessing 
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where to get involved and justi fying and prioriti zing one’s own acti ons—on 
the one hand, you must harness enthusiasm, and on the other, you must 
be mindful of working too much without taking ti me to recover. Engaging in 
dialogue (6) with professionals, colleagues, friends or family refers to talking 
aloud and sharing ideas, experiences and feelings (Figure 1). 

Figure 1: Toolset and tools for refl ecti ve practi ce

The entrepreneurs exploited these six tools in diff erent ways to 
externalize their thinking, experiences and feelings. For example, some 
made lists or visualized their ideas and/or goals, thought aloud and/or asked 
questi ons. During the research process, refl ecti ve practi ce produced new 
insights into benefi cial or harmful ways of thinking and working. Many of 
the entrepreneurs realized the importance of suffi  cient ti me for sleep and 
recalled ways of recovering from stress. 

In summary, the data confi rmed that capacity and willingness to 
refl ect were considered crucial for experiences of eustress. Refl ecti ve 
practi ce in relati on to positi ve stress highlighted entrepreneurs’ ways of 
recognizing, sti mulati ng and/or balancing eustress. Refl ecti ve tools were 
used to interpret stress/pressure experiences, to evaluate personal ways of 
coping and to construct an understanding of demands and resources. This 
enabled entrepreneurs to learn about themselves and from their own stress 
experiences, both individually and in the company of others. 
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Discussion: eustress and reflective practice supporting balance
Among those interviewed, eustress was seen as a state of enjoyment and 
productivity that was worth pursuing. Our results therefore confirm the need 
for research that takes account of the positive aspects of stress. Entrepreneurs 
reported their own personal ways of striving for eustress experiences, and 
one subset of these tools can be grouped under the theme of reflective 
practice. This aligns well with traditional transactional theories of stress (Cox, 
1978; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984) that emphasise interpretation of stressors 
(e.g. primary and secondary appraisal) as a key factor in experiences of stress. 

While positive stress among entrepreneurs has not previously been 
explicitly studied, our results offer preliminary support for application of the 
holistic stress model and the savouring of positive stress (Simmons & Nelson, 
2007) in an entrepreneurial context. According to the JDR model (Bakker & 
Demerouti, 2014; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004), given sufficient job resources, 
job demands may boost work engagement and performance. Reflective 
practice can also be seen as this kind of job resource, transforming demands 
into booster effects.

Earlier theory relating to reflective practice also proved applicable in the 
context of entrepreneurs and positive stress. The division of reflective practice 
into individual, social and contextual dimensions (see e.g.: Crossan et al., 1999; 
Jordan, 2010) is helpful in understanding differences between entrepreneurs. 
The present results also complement earlier studies highlighting the effects 
of reflective practice in reducing distress (Bono, Glomb, Shen, Kim & Koch, 
2013; Smaie & Farahani, 2011), and our data suggest that it may be fruitful 
to look for the same effect with regard to savouring positive stress. However, 
straightforward causal relationships cannot be drawn purely on the basis of 
these qualitative and interpretative data. 

Enhancing eustress, entrepreneurship and reflective practice demands 
self-leadership, which is described as a process of influencing oneself (e.g. 
Neck & Manz, 1992). Self-leadership skills facilitate behavioural management, 
using strategies of intrinsic motivation and reward as well as constructive 
thought patterns. Self-leadership also relates to optimism, happiness, 
conscientiousness, as well as an open personality, high internal locus of 
control, self-monitoring and need for autonomy (D’Intino, Goldsby, Houghton 
& Neck, 2007). In one form of self-leadership—thought self-leadership—
the emphasis is on self-talk, beliefs/assumptions and mental imaginary in 
performance (Neck & Manz, 1992; Neck et al., 1999), echoing the idea of a 
reflective practice toolset presented here. D’Intino et al. (2007) characterised 
self-leadership among entrepreneurs in the following way: ‘The goal of 
increased self-leadership for entrepreneurs is for these individuals to more 
effectively lead themselves by learning and applying specific behavioural and 
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cognitive strategies to improve their lives and their entrepreneurial business 
ventures’. 

Positive stress and reflective practice are linked to many existing concepts, 
and these links should be further elaborated in future research. While some of 
the eustress experiences described by entrepreneurs had flow-like elements, 
our data illustrate the same relationship between flow and eustress as that 
reported by Hargrove et al. (2013): that flow is not necessarily or evidently 
but possibly an epitome of eustress. One other concept that might usefully 
inform future research is the idea of psychological capital; following Jensen 
(2012), this may provide the key to understanding entrepreneurial stress. 
Other closely related concepts include job crafting (see e.g.: Wrzesniewski 
& Dutton, 2001), work engagement (see e.g.: Schaufeli et al., 2002) and self-
leadership (e.g. Manz, 1983).

The main aim of this paper was to characterise the results of the first 
research phase of our project by highlighting the reflective practice toolset 
from the positive stress toolbox. A central question for future research is how 
these reflective tools and the other tools from the positive stress toolbox can 
be taught and learned as part of everyday work. The challenge is to find the 
most efficient ways of assimilating these reflective practices into everyday 
work and then to maintain these habits. Preliminary answers may be found in 
the project’s next phase, where a new group of volunteer entrepreneurs are 
testing a digital version of the positive stress toolbox as part of their daily life. 

Both the strengths and the limitations of this study lie in the qualitative 
and reflective research approach. While this provided solid benefits for 
present purposes, statistical generalization to all entrepreneurs cannot be 
drawn on the basis of these data. Although some valuable insights were 
gained, quantitative methods would provide another perspective and add 
value to these results. Additionally, all the entrepreneurs who participated 
in this study were Finnish, and most of them represented quite small firms; 
international, cross-cultural research could be expected to enrich this picture 
in the future.

Conclusions
The aim of this paper was to contribute to entrepreneurship research by 
exploring entrepreneurs’ descriptions of positive stress and reflective practice 
in their everyday experience. Following an overview of approaches to stress 
at work and the link to reflective practice, our approach drew on a positive 
psychology perspective, exploring individually and socially constructed 
interpretations and tools for finding and sustaining resources and balance. 
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After setting out our research process and methods, we went on to describe 
entrepreneurs’ experiences of eustress and reflective practice at work. 

The present results suggest that positive stress and reflective practice 
are intertwined in the experiences of entrepreneurs. With regard to eustress, 
the results confirm that reflective practice is a useful tool, both to stimulate 
good practices and to survive and learn from drawbacks and experiences of 
failure or success. Reflective practice offers more grounded self-knowledge 
and a means of identifying a personally acceptable level of eustress, as well 
as how best to recover, how to regulate workload and other job pressures 
and one’s own activity in terms of resources at hand—in short, how to find a 
balance in life. 

Based on the experiences of the entrepreneurs, we also described their 
tools for reflection. This reflective practice toolset comprised the following 
six reflective tools: studying oneself, changing one’s point of view, putting 
things into perspective, harnessing a feeling of trust, regulating resources 
and engaging in dialogue. These tools were found to be useful for enhancing 
recognition and stimulation of eustress; for striking a balance between 
distress, eustress and recovery; and for developing ways of thinking and 
doing through learning. 

The literature review confirmed a lack of research on positive stress 
experiences among entrepreneurs and in particular on the relationship 
between positive stress and reflection. Through qualitative analysis, the 
present study represents an exploratory step towards closing this gap by 
confirming that reflective practice plays an important role in entrepreneurs’ 
experiences of eustress. Specifically, entrepreneurs reported how they used 
tools of reflective practice to interpret stress experiences, evaluate own ways 
of coping and construct an understanding of demands and resources.

The wellbeing of entrepreneurs is to a great extent in their own hands. 
The challenge is to be effective and innovative while also taking care to make 
time for recovery by balancing different demands and possibilities. The 
present research illustrates how tools for reflective practice and for savouring 
eustress can help entrepreneurs to balance wellbeing and effectiveness at 
work, offering a point of departure for further and more systematic research. 
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Abstract (in Polish)
Choć duże obciążenie stresem jest nieuniknionym aspektem przedsiębiorczości, po-
zytywna strona stresu (często określane jako eustres) pozostaje zaniedbaną dziedzi-
ną badań. Niniejsza praca jest wkładem w badania w zakresie przedsiębiorczości po-
przez łączenie strumieni badań nad eustresem z praktyką refleksyjną. Jako narzędzie 
do analizy i rozwoju myśli i działań, praktyka refleksyjna odgrywa ważną rolę w pracy 
interpretacyjnej niezbędnej dla pozytywnych doświadczeń ze stresem. Po przeglądzie 
podejść do stresu w pracy, eustresu i refleksyjnej praktyki, praca ta bada jak przedsię-
biorcy postrzegają rolę pozytywnego stresu i praktyki refleksyjnej w pracy oraz opi-
suje narzędzia refleksyjne wykorzystywane przez przedsiębiorców, sprzyjające eustre-
sowi. Proces badawczy został zaprojektowany w sposób wspierający dialog refleksyj-
ny między 21 fińskimi przedsiębiorcami różnych branż, którzy wzięli udział w badaniu, 
opartym głównie na wywiadach jakościowych. Dziewięciu z badanych przedsiębior-
ców prowadziło również dziennik pozytywnego stresu, w tym trzydniowy pomiaru fi-
zjologiczny, analizując zmienność pulsu. Wyniki sugerują, że pozytywny stres i prak-
tyka refleksyjna przeplatają się z doświadczeniami przedsiębiorców oraz ilustrują rolę 
praktyki refleksyjnej jako kluczowego zestawu instrumentów do promowania pozy-
tywnego stresu, składającego się z sześciu narzędzi refleksyjnych: samopoznawania, 
zmieniania punktu widzenia, spojrzenia perspektywicznego, wykorzystania poczucia 
zaufania, kontroli zasobów osobistych oraz podjęcia dialogu. Indywidualne zdolności 
refleksyjne są różne i podział praktyki refleksyjnej, w oparciu o teorię, na wymiar in-
dywidualny, społeczny i kontekstowy uważa się za przydatny w zrozumieniu tych róż-
nic. Niniejsza praca stanowić może punkt wyjścia dla dalszych badań nad eustresem i 
praktyką refleksyjną oraz ich wpływem na samopoczucie przedsiębiorców.
Słowa kluczowe: eustres, pozytywny stres, praktyki refleksyjna, przedsiębiorcy.
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