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Schumpeter versus Kirzner:  
An empirical investigation of opportunity types  

  
Abstract 

Although the identification and exploitation of opportunities is central in many modern 

theories of entrepreneurship, empirical investigations of opportunity types are scarce. 

This paper empirically explores the distinction between Schumpeterian and Kirznerian 

opportunities by analyzing survey data of 184 high tech small business entrepreneurs 

engaging in opportunity exploitation. First, a multidimensional measure is developed to 

document the extent in which entrepreneurial opportunities are either Schumpeterian or 

Kirznerian. This is assessed on five bipolar dimensions labeled as innovation-arbitrage, 

disequilibrating-equilibrating, creation-discovery, rare-common and new information-no 

new information. Next, we explore when, by whom and with what consequences both 

types are correlated. Schumpeterian opportunities are more likely to be pursued by 

innovative individuals with strong ambitions to grow their company. At the enterprise 

level, we find that Schumpeterian opportunities are found in organizations with a 

strategic focus on proactive product development to satisfy future needs, while the 

Kirznerian type is correlated with a strategic focus based on the exploitation of today's 

needs. Besides, Schumpeterian opportunities are found more often in relatively 

innovative organizations (i.e. new-to-the-markets product introductions, patents and 

university collaborations) and pursued in rapidly growing and turbulent markets, while 

the Kirznerian type prevail in markets with strong incumbent competition. As for their 

impact on business performance, Schumpeterian opportunities seem to induce better 

growth in terms of sales and employment. Implications are discussed. 

 

Keywords 

Opportunity types; Schumpeter; Kirzner; measurement. 
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INTRODUCTION 

It is quite generally accepted that the concept of entrepreneurship seeks to understand 

how opportunities are identified and exploited. Since the seminal article by Shane and 

Venkataraman (2000), understanding why, when and how opportunities come into 

existence is an increasingly popular field of inquiry. This article suggested that although 

scholars widely acknowledge that theoretical development of the opportunity construct is 

central to entrepreneurship research, questions focusing on the origins of opportunity 

remain largely unanswered. Shane and Venkataraman got as far as to include it in their 

definition of entrepreneurship research by suggesting that research in this domain 

involves '…the scholarly examination of how, by whom, and with what effects 

opportunities to create future goods and services are discovered and evaluated' (2000: p. 

218). 

 Ever since Shane and Venkataraman (2000) the number of studies of the nature of 

opportunities has accelerated. However, scholarly work has so far been mainly 

conceptual. This becomes evident in a recent special issue of Small Business Economics 

on entrepreneurial opportunity which contains only one empirical paper (see McMullen, 

Plummer and Acs, 2007). In fact, empirical contributions so far mainly revolved around 

how individuals discover or enact opportunities (Gartner, Carter and Hills, 2003) while 

specific opportunity types are barely dealt with. Most studies take opportunities for 

granted when exploring strategic and entrepreneurial processes. Consequently, it has been 

advised that we need to be concerned much more with researching the nature and 

character of opportunities, rather than just individual and environmental characteristics 

influencing the process of opportunity identification and exploitation (Shane, 2003: p.18). 

 This paper empirically explores and compares two types of opportunities that are 

regarded as central and opposing views on where entrepreneurial opportunities come 

from, i.e. the Schumpeterian and Kirznerian view (Shane, 2003; McMullen et al., 2007). 

In the Schumpeterian view, opportunities emerge out of the entrepreneur's internal 

disposition to initiate changes in the economy. The entrepreneur is considered to be an 

innovator who 'shocks' and disturbs the economic equilibrium during times of 

uncertainty, change, and technological upheaval (Schumpeter, 1934). In contrast, the 

Kirznerian view implies that individuals secure entrepreneurial profits on the basis of 

knowledge and information gaps that arise between people in the market (Kirzner, 1973; 

1997). In this view, the entrepreneur is an alert person, discovering opportunities by 

acting as an arbitrageur or a price adjuster in the marketplace, capitalizing on knowledge 

or information asymmetries.  

 Empirical studies of when, how and by whom both types are exploited are scant. 

Recently, Samuelsson and Davidsson (2009) studied 259 Swedish citizens involved in the 

process of creating a venture. They found that the venture creation process was different 

for innovative versus imitative ventures. Likewise, Craig and Johnson (2006) analyzed a 

sample of 103 business and engineering students to investigate if individuals who are 

potentially involved in entrepreneurship can be identified as being innovators 

(Schumpeterian) or opportunity-alert (Kirznerian). They found that engineering students 

were as likely to be Schumpeterian entrepreneurs as their colleagues from business 

studies, suggesting that type of education does not make much difference.  
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 Our purpose here is twofold. First, we investigate whether we can empirically 

distinguish between Schumpeterian and Kirznerian opportunities. We want to find out if 

both opportunity types can be empirically observed in surveys, and develop a measure 

that can be used in future endeavours. Second, we explored the correlates of both 

opportunity types. We analyzed if Schumpeterian and Kirznerian opportunities can be 

associated with specific entrepreneurial traits, enterprise characteristics and 

environmental conditions. We also tentatively explored the consequences of both types 

with a correlation analysis of their impact on enterprise growth. 

 This paper first highlights incumbent theory on Schumpeterian and Kirznerian 

opportunities. We identify five dimensions on which the distinction between both types 

can be described – providing a basis for a multidimensional measure. We proceed by 

briefly discussing potential correlates of both types at the level of individuals, enterprises 

and markets. We also develop hypotheses on the correlation with enterprise growth as a 

proposed outcome variable. Next, we collected data from 184 high tech small business 

entrepreneurs in order to develop our measure and test our hypotheses. We elaborate on 

the data and our exercises to develop the measure and conduct correlation analyses. The 

paper ends with a discussion and suggestions for future research.  

 

TWO TYPES OF ENTREPRENEURIAL OPPORTUNITY 

Shane (2003) defines an entrepreneurial opportunity as 'a situation in which a person can 

create a new means-ends framework for recombining resources that the entrepreneur 

believes will yield a profit' (p.18). He suggests that to date, the literature has offered two 

generally accepted explanations of where entrepreneurial opportunities come from, i.e. 

when and how new means-end frameworks can be created. These are known as the 

Schumpeterian (1934) view and the Kirznerian (1973) view, respectively. Venkataraman 

(1997) coined these as the strong and weak forms of entrepreneurship.  

 In the Schumpeterian view, the entrepreneur is pictured as initiating change 

through innovation and as actively creating new opportunities. Schumpeter's (1934) point 

of departure is the notion of innovation characterized as 'new combinations'. Thus, the 

entrepreneur is an individual who creates a new combination and pursues it in the market 

(possibly but not necessarily by forming a new firm). Schumpeter argued that changes in 

technology, political forces, regulation, macro-economic factors and social trends create 

new information that entrepreneurs can use to figure out how to recombine resources into 

more valuable forms. By altering the equilibrium price for resources, these changes allow 

those people with access to new information to purchase resources at low prices, 

recombine them into a more valuable form, and sell the output in the hopes of generating 

a profit (Shane, 2003).  

 In the Kirznerian view, innovation and new combinations are not necessary 

conditions. Nor do such opportunities require macro-economic changes related to new 

technology or social trends. Rather, the entrepreneur is someone who benefits from 

information asymmetries in incumbent markets. Kirzner's (1973) very defining 

characteristic is that entrepreneurs are 'able to perceive opportunities for entrepreneurial 

profits; that is, they are able to see where a good can be sold at a price higher than that for 

which it can be bought' (p. 14). Opportunities are regarded to be due to imperfect 

knowledge of market participants, and they can be seized by anyone discovering their 

existence before others have done so. Thus, in the Kirzner's view the existence of 
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opportunities requires only differential access to existing information. By responding to 

this, people can obtain resources and recombine them to sell the output in the anticipation 

of making a profit (Shane, 2003).  

 Although some researchers claim that either the Schumpeterian or Kirznerian 

view explains the existence of opportunities, the dominant view is that both types can be 

present in the economy at the same time (Holcombe, 1998; Shane and Venkataraman, 

2000; Fu-Lai Yu, 2001). In order to better frame the distinction between Schumpeterian 

and Kirznerian opportunities, we identified five bipolar dimensions that seem to capture 

what both opportunity types are about (Schumpeterian anchors mentioned first):  

1. innovation – arbitrage 

2. disequilibrating – equilibrating 

3. creation – discovery 

4. rare – common 

5. requires new information – no new information. 

 

The first three dimensions are broadly accepted in the literature. The fourth and fifth 

dimensions were identified and added by Shane (2003). What follows is a discussion of 

each proposed dimension.  

 

Innovation - Arbitrage 

Schumpeterian opportunities are innovative and break away from existing knowledge, 

while Kirznerian opportunities are less innovative and tend to replicate existing forms 

(Shane, 2003: p.21). As we discussed above, in the Schumpeterian view entrepreneurs are 

individuals initiating change through innovation by actively creating new combinations 

and pursuing those in the market. Thus, innovativeness, defined as introducing new-to-

the-market products, processes, organizations or raw materials, is considered a key 

characteristic. Boldness and persistence are supposed to enable individuals engaging in 

such opportunities to introduce innovations despite social resistance and skepticism. They 

are considered to 'lead' markets, and contrasted with many imitators who follow the 

innovative lead of the entrepreneur (Kirzner, 1999: p.7).  

 For Kirzner, innovation is not a necessary element. RAs a hypothetical, analytical 

device, he introduced the 'pure entrepreneur' whose 'entire role arises out of his alertness 

to hitherto unnoticed opportunities' (Kirzner, 1973: p. 39). The pure entrepreneur does 

not initially own any resources. He is an arbitrageur who buys goods or resources and is 

able to sell them at a profit, because he is more adept or quicker than others in responding 

to imperfections or changes in the market. Thus, he draws on imperfections in incumbent 

markets, rather than being a leading person bringing paradigmatic shifts. Recombination 

activities are no defining element in Kirzner's notion of opportunity. However, we remark 

that even Kirznerian opportunities involve innovation, as entrepreneurship can almost 

never involve the perfect imitation of what has been done before (Shane 2003). So, the 

innovativeness of Kirznerian opportunities is of a more incremental nature, i.e. new to the 

individual or organization rather than to the market. 

 

Disequilibrating – Equilibrating 

Both types are supposed to have different effects on economic activity. Schumpeterian 

opportunities are marked by disequilibrating activities due to (new to the market) 
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innovations. In contrast, Kirznerian opportunities are the result of equilibrating forces (by 

arbitrage drawing on market errors). Schumpeterian opportunities disrupt the exiting 

system, while Kirznerian ones reinforce established ways of doing things (Shane, 2003: 

p. 20). 

 The Schumpeterian perspective starts from the point of view of markets in an 

equilibrium state, marked by perfect information so that prices adequately reflect the 

value of underlying resources. Opportunities are created by individuals outside the 

current economic sphere and not yet reflected in the price system - entrepreneurs pursue 

these opportunities by creating new combinations and bringing these into the 

marketplace. In so doing the entrepreneur is pushing (what might otherwise have been) 

an equilibrium market away from equilibrium. Thus, the essence of entrepreneurship is 

the ability to break away from routine, to destroy existing structures, to move the system 

away from the even, circular flow of equilibrium, i.e. 'for Schumpeter the entrepreneur is 

the disruptive (…) force that dislodges the market from the somnolence of equilibrium' 

(Kirzner, 2009: p.148). 

 When introducing his alternative view of entrepreneurship, Kirzner's primary 

interest was to better understand the nature of the market process and the dynamic 

character of market competition. He therefore contrasted his view with Schumpeter to 

stress that where Schumpeter's entrepreneur primarily induces change to incumbent 

markets, his entrepreneur had an equilibrating impact on market processes (Kirzner, 

2009: p. 147). His criticism was fed by the fact that neoclassical models left no space for 

entrepreneurship. As long as markets are in equilibrium, means and ends are already 

given, and there is no scope for analyzing how they are determined. Since this is exactly 

the entrepreneurial function, there is no place for the entrepreneur. Kirzner rather 

assumed that economies are in constant disequilibrium. The main emphasis is put on the 

dynamic and competitive process that pushes the economy towards equilibrium. It is this 

process that is supposed to provide a habitat for the entrepreneur. Drawing on the work of 

Von Mises (1949), entrepreneurial opportunities were proposed to provide a competitive 

advantage to those who are first to discover and exploit them. The competitive advantage 

is however transient, as information on valuable opportunities diffuses and others will 

imitate the entrepreneurial effort. In time, increased competitive activity will erode the 

value of the opportunity and stabilize the market towards a new competitive equilibrium 

(Kirzner, 1997). 

 

Creation – Discovery 

Kirzner's approach also differs in that opportunities are not created by the innovative 

entrepreneur, but presupposed to already exist and to be eligible for discovery by any 

individual (Shane, 2003). Thus, according to Kirzner opportunities are discovered, while 

Schumpeterian opportunities are created. 

 Again, Schumpeter (1934) introduced the entrepreneur as an individual who 

creates a new combination and pursues it in the market. Drawing on macro-economic 

changes such as new scientific knowledge, social and demographic trends, or legal or 

regulatory changes, he/she introduces hitherto undreamt of products, or pioneers brand 

new methods of production, to create and open up new markets in territories that were 

uncharted so far. As Kirzner (1999) mentions 'the entrepreneur is pictured as generating 



 9 

disturbances in a fully adjusted flowing world in which all opportunities were already 

exploited' (p.8).  

 In contrast, Kirzner requires no creation at all. Individuals simply need to be alert 

to price differentials that others have not yet noticed (Kirzner, 2009). The central feature 

of successful entrepreneurship is argued to be alertness to already existing, but as yet 

widely discovered opportunities. Thus, in the Kirznerian view, entrepreneurial 

opportunities require not the introduction of new products, nor do they demand 

technologically more efficient methods of production. The emphasis is on individuals 

who alertly notice the opportunities generated by market imperfections, arising from 

unanticipated independently-caused changes in underlying market circumstances. 

Opportunity exploitation may well result in 'me too' products or processes that others 

have already developed and introduced successfully to the market.  

 

Rare – Common 

Shane (2003) argues that Schumpeterian opportunities should be anticipated to be much 

rarer than Kirznerian ones. Their disequilibrating, 'leading' and potentially disruptive 

nature should make Schumpeterian opportunities more valuable, but also much rarer 

since they are introduced first, and initially of a unique nature – and accordingly not seen 

that often. 

 By regarding individuals engaging in opportunity exploitation as heroic change 

initiators in the economy, Schumpeter gave cognizance to the importance of some 

exceptional personal traits and motivations of the entrepreneur. He suggests that 

entrepreneurs are the rare breed of individuals motivated intrinsically to utilize the 

benefits of technological, demographic, and social changes to create upheavals in the 

current state of equilibrium and to introduce new products and services or new ways of 

working (Schumpeter, 1934).  

 As for Kirznerian opportunities, their equilibrating, imitative and non-creative 

nature suggests that this is a more common type. An everyday observation is that most 

opportunities are constructive to established ways of doing things (Aldrich, 1999). 

Likewise, innovation textbooks routinely explain that in the economy one should simply 

expect few breakthrough innovations relative to incremental innovation and diffusion 

(Tushman, Anderson and O'Reilly, 1997). 

 

Requires new information – No new information 

According to Shane (2003), the distinction between both types can be summarized 

conveniently by asking if opportunity exploitation involves the introduction of new 

information, or just differential access to existing information. We remind that in the 

Schumpeterian (1934) view, macro-economic changes create new information that 

entrepreneurs can use to figure out how to recombine resources. Entrepreneurs are by no 

means required to be inventive in a technological sense, but they do create opportunities 

by recombining resources and put them into the economic sphere. Thus, Schumpeterian 

opportunities are created outside the economic sphere (and not yet reflected in the price 

system) and pursued by bringing them into the marketplace.  

 In contrast, central in Kirzner's (1973) view is that the existence of opportunities 

requires only differential access to existing information. He explained that people use the 

information that they possess to form beliefs about efficiently using their resources. 
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Because people's decision-making and information processing frameworks are not 

perfect, they make errors when making decisions, which, in turn, create shortages and 

surpluses. By responding to these people can obtain profits. So, Kirzner's opportunities 

are characterized by information asymmetries, but they do not require new information.  

 

Validation hypothesis 

In order to empirically explore both types of entrepreneurial opportunity we developed a 

multidimensional measure. Individual entrepreneurs engaging in opportunity exploitation 

were asked to assess one of their recently exploited opportunities on the aforementioned 

dimensions. Thus, the extent in which opportunities are Schumpeterian (versus 

Kirznerian) was measured in terms of their innovativeness (versus arbitrage), 

disequilibrating nature (versus equilibrating), creativity (versus discovery), rarity (versus 

being common) and embodiment of new information (versus existing information). Both 

types are thought of as counterparts on a continuum.  

 A necessary condition in the validation of any multidimensional measure is that 

its proposed dimensions contribute to an overall construct. Simultaneously however, it is 

required that, though related, the dimensions reflect distinct components (Campbell and 

Fiske, 1959). We therefore hypothesized  

Hypothesis 1: The bipolar dimensions innovation - arbitrage, disequilibrating - 

equilibrating, creation - discovery, rare - common and new information - no new 

information (1A) contribute to, and (1B) are distinct dimensions of an overall 

bipolar construct of opportunity type. 

 

POTENTIAL CORRELATES 

In order to explore the correlates of both opportunity types, we identified a list of 

variables which have been repeatedly mentioned in the literature as antecedents or 

consequences of Schumpeterian (or Kirznerian) opportunities. The antecedents were 

classified at the level of individuals, enterprises and markets, i.e. the broader environment 

in which the individual and his/her organization functions. As for potential consequences, 

we focused on the correlations between both opportunity types and longitudinal growth
i
.  

 

Individual level 

According to Shane, one implication of the distinction between Schumpeterian and 

Kirznerian opportunities is that the individual-level attributes necessary for the 

exploitation of opportunities are different (p. 21). We identified four potential correlates 

including educational attainment, innovative behavior, risk-taking propensity and growth 

ambitions.  

 The potential influence of education has been discussed by Samuelsson and 

Davidsson (2009). They proposed that education is more important for innovative than 

for imitative ventures, because innovative ventures are marked by greater uncertainty and 

complexity. With greater complexity follows a need for a broader set of knowledge and 

skills, which should render general education level relatively more important. They also 

argued that innovative ventures, while trying to introduce hitherto untested concepts, face 

more severe legitimacy problems to their environment (including potential customers) 

which education may help to overcome by providing positive signaling value. Finally, it 

                                                 
i
 The choice of potential correlates was limited by data restrictions, as we will discuss in the next section. 
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was argued that in innovative ventures, highly educated individuals will be better 

motivated to do their best – as they are more likely to find such ventures superior to 

other, potentially attractive opportunities available to them. Here, we see a parallel with 

Schumpeterian opportunities (marked by innovativeness and greater complexity) and 

Kirznerian opportunities (which are more likely to be imitative ventures). 

 For innovative behavior, Schumpeter (1934) explicitly stressed that specific 

personal qualities would generate entrepreneurial activity. Amongst other traits, he 

mentioned that imaginativeness and the joy and creating would be helpful for 

entrepreneurs to implement disruptive innovations. Schumpeter implicitly recognized that 

the entrepreneur is an innovative person. He suggested that entrepreneurs are a rare breed 

of individuals motivated intrinsically to utilize the benefits of technological, 

demographic, and social changes to create upheavals in the current state of equilibrium 

and to usher new products and services or new ways of working. Thus, we expect that 

Schumpeterian opportunities are more likely exploited by individuals engaging in 

innovative behavior, defined as the ability to create and implement radically new ideas.  

 We also expect that individuals exploiting Schumpeterian opportunities are more 

inclined to take risks. Schumpeterian opportunities are innovative and break away from 

existing knowledge, while Kirznerian opportunities are less innovative and replicate 

existing business or product concepts. As a result, the risk associated with Schumpeterian 

opportunities should be higher (Shane, 2003: p. 21). In this vein, McMullen and 

Shepherd (2006) propose that both types can be distinguished in terms of individuals' 

willingness to bear risks. Implicitly in their conceptual paper is that in comparison with 

the Kirznerian type, Schumpeterian entrepreneurship is associated with higher 

willingness of individuals (compared to other individuals) to bear risks. 

 Finally, a key characteristic of Schumpeter's entrepreneur is the boldness and 

ambition that enables him or her to introduce innovations despite social resistance and 

skepticism. Schumpeter's entrepreneur may anticipate much more resistance when trying 

to exploit disruptive innovations. Besides, the relative uniqueness of Schumpeterian 

opportunities makes the accumulation of evidence about opportunities probably more 

difficult. As a result, the exploitation of Schumpeterian opportunities requires people 

with different personality in terms of independence and ambitions to change the world. 

Schumpeter (1934) mentioned of number of relevant traits, including the dream and the 

will to found a private kingdom, and the will to conquer. As a consequence, we expect 

that individuals exploiting Schumpeterian opportunities are more likely to have ambitions 

to grow their business. In all, we hypothesized  

Hypothesis 2: Individuals exploiting Schumpeterian opportunities are more likely 

to be (2A) better educated, (2B) innovative, (2C) marked by higher risk taking 

propensity and (2D) ambitious to grow their business (and vice versa for 

individuals engaging in Kirznerian opportunities).  

 

Enterprise level 

At the level of the enterprise, we identified five variables that may correlate with the type 

of opportunity. These include firm size, strategic focus, new-to-the-market product 

introductions, patents and external innovation collaboration with universities. 

 In his later work, Schumpeter (1942) argued that large, established firms may be 

better able to invest in efforts to organize the recognition and exploitation of 
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Schumpeterian opportunities (cf. Schumpeter, 1942), while smaller organizations are less 

able to do so. If this pattern were true, then the exploitation of Schumpeterian 

opportunities would lie much more with people inside large, established firms than is the 

case with Kirznerian ones (Shane, 2003: p. 22). We therefore explored to what extent 

firm size matters for the type of opportunities in which enterprises engage. 

 We also expect that organizations exploiting Schumpeterian opportunities will 

have a deviant strategic focus. As Schumpeterian opportunities are marked by 

innovativeness and disequilibrating effects, they may well serve markets which do not 

exist yet. We anticipate that this type is more likely found in organizations with a 

strategic focus on proactive product development, to create or account for future needs 

that have not been very evident so far –they would have a future orientation rather than 

being limited to making money of today's opportunities. In contradiction, the Kirznerian 

type is characterized by arbitrage and discovery, and without requiring new information. 

Such opportunities, we reason, are more likely found in existing markets. We expect that 

Kirznerian opportunities are found in organizations with a different strategic focus, i.e. 

being more alert to today's needs of customers rather than paying much attention to or 

creating new future needs.  

 Next, as Schumpeterian opportunities are characterized by innovation, creation, 

rarity, new information and disequilibrating effects, we expect that enterprises exploiting 

such opportunities are more inclined to this more than once. Accordingly, such 

enterprises should be more likely to have implemented Schumpeterian opportunities 

before, and a positive correlation with past product introductions that were new to the 

market is anticipated. Kirznerian opportunities are rather marked by arbitrage, discovery, 

commonness, and with an equilibrating nature respecting incumbent market relationships. 

Here, we would expect that past new product introductions were only new-to-the-firm 

rather than new-to-the market. 

 Another distinguishing feature may be that enterprises with Schumpeterian 

opportunities are more likely to obtain patents. Since they benefit from new information 

to develop innovative and rare products, it makes sense that these opportunities are more 

eligible for intellectual property rights – much more than Kirznerian ones. Thus, we 

hypothesize that enterprises reporting Schumpeterian opportunities will report to possess 

patents more often than their Kirznerian counterparts. 

 Finally, Schumpeterian enterprises will more likely collaborate with universities 

and other public research organizations. By definition they benefit from new knowledge 

and information, and this may certainly include technological knowledge from scientific 

research. Technological advancement is among the main sources of opportunity 

mentioned by Schumpeter (1934). For Kirznerian opportunities, such collaboration is less 

likely. In all, we hypothesized  

Hypothesis 3: Enterprises exploiting Schumpeterian opportunities are more likely 

to (3A) be bigger, (3B) have a strategic focus on product development to satisfy or 

create future needs (rather than focusing on today's needs), (3C) have past new-to-

the-market product introductions, (3D) possess patents, (3E) engage in innovation 

collaboration with universities (and vice versa for enterprises exploiting Kirznerian 

opportunities).  

 

Market level 
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At the level of the market in which opportunities are exploited, three potential correlates 

include competition between incumbent rivals, market growth and technological 

turbulence.  

 The market in which opportunities are exploited is probably relevant for the type 

of opportunity that is most feasible. Research has shown that some industries consistently 

provide more valuable opportunities than others. Eckhardt (2003) investigated the 

industry distribution of the Inc 500 enterprises (the fastest growing young private 

enterprises in the United States) and enterprises that had experienced an initial public 

offering, and found that some industries had a consistently higher percentage of such 

enterprises. Strong competition between the incumbent actors in an industry will likely 

enhance the recognition and exploiting of Kirznerian opportunities, as enterprises need to 

continuously focus on and respond to their competitors' behavior. Although there may be 

exceptions, in general we anticipate that the Kirznerian type will be seen relatively often 

in markets of strong incumbent rivalry, because such an environment is more dynamic 

and full of information asymmetries.  

 For market growth, we hypothesize a positive correlation with Schumpeterian 

opportunities. It has been shown that population dynamics is another source of 

entrepreneurial opportunity, in particular population size and population growth. 

Population size is a source of opportunity because many opportunities face scale 

economies (Davidsson et al., 1994). Besides, population growth is a source of 

opportunity because it increases the likelihood that scale economies will be achieved, and 

because it generates demand growth. This, in turn, encourages opportunity because the 

number of people seeking a good or service is simply greater (Shane, 2003: p.31). We 

reason that this will more likely enhance the Schumpeterian type because such 

opportunities tend to be innovative, created rather than discovered, and marked by more 

uncertainty, which is diminished by population size and growth.  

 For technological turbulence, we recall that Schumpeterian opportunities are 

contingent on the introduction of new information (Shane, 2003: p.22). Thus, 

Schumpeterian opportunities tend to show up in turbulent business environments with 

frequent technological changes (amongst other macro-economic trends), while this is not 

necessary for Kirznerian opportunities. Technological changes are an important source of 

(Schumpeterian) opportunity because they make it possible for people to allocate 

resources in different and potentially more productive ways (Casson, 1995). We therefore 

reason that the Schumpeterian type will be seen more often in technologically turbulent 

environments. Accordingly, we hypothesized  

Hypothesis 4: Schumpeterian opportunities are more likely to be exploited in 

markets characterized by (4A) low incumbent competition, (4B) high market 

growth and (4C) high technological turbulence (and vice versa for Kirznerian 

opportunities).  

 

Growth 

Except for the potential antecedents discussed above, we explored if the opportunity 

types are associated with an important outcome variable, i.e. enterprise growth. The 

bipolar dimension disequilibrating-equilibrating suggests that most entrepreneurial 

opportunities would be Kirznerian ones, because most opportunities are constructive to 

established ways of doing things (Aldrich, 1999). In this vein, Shane (2003) reasons that 
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their disequilibrating nature should make Schumpeterian opportunities more valuable 

than Kirzerian ones. The wealth created from the exploitation of such disequilibrating 

opportunities should be higher than in the case of Kirznerian opportunities, and 

accordingly, we expect that enterprises engaging in Schumpeterian opportunities will 

witness better growth figures in the long run. We hypothesized 

Hypothesis 5: Enterprises exploiting Schumpeterian opportunities will perform 

better in terms of growth than those exploiting Kirznerian opportunities.  

 

DATA 

We managed to hitch on to a survey of high tech small firms in the Netherlands. This 

survey was conducted by EIM, a research institute specializing in entrepreneurship and 

small business. On behalf of the Ministry of Economic Affairs, EIM manages a panel of 

high tech small firms. Such firms are focal in most Dutch innovation and 

entrepreneurship policies, but poorly covered in official statistics. High tech small firms 

are defined as active R&D-performers which intentionally develop and/or apply new 

technologies in their products. The panel members are active in industries such as 

manufacturing of machinery and equipment, chemical and pharmaceutical products, and 

also in services, including software developers, engineering firms and commercial R&D 

firms. They are only small firms (< 250 employees, usually even less 100).  

 We collaborated with EIM because we anticipated that the panel would contain 

many firms exploiting Schumpeterian opportunities. As we discussed above, 

Schumpeterian opportunities are expected to be rare, but high tech firms are known to 

engage in potentially disruptive opportunities (Grinstein and Goldman, 2006). In broader 

samples we would expect to find mostly Kirznerian opportunities, but in this one the 

division was likely to be much more even – enabling a comparison between the two 

opportunity types.  

   The survey consisted of two steps. First, EIM conducted their normal, annual 

telephone survey to check panel members' general information, record some general 

indicators, and to ask if panel members still wanted to participate. We were allowed to 

include screening questions to track which members had recently developed and 

introduced new products, and thus, had engaged in opportunity exploitation. Respondents 

were all owners or general managers, i.e. the business' main decision makers, and usually 

the person who had started the company. We first asked whether they had developed any 

new product in the past three years and introduced it to the market. If yes, we asked them 

to describe the product (open-ended question). A wide variety of products was 

mentioned, for example an onboard monitor and routing system for sea vessels, a filtering 

unit to purify drinking water, a geo-phone to explore treasures of the soil, a combined 

adjustable spanner for plumbers, a new type of herbal cheese, and a disinfection device 

for medical applications. In case respondents had developed multiple products they were 

asked to report their most recent example.  

 The telephone survey was implemented in December 2006. It targeted the full 

panel of 779 members. During a four-week period, EIM managed to contact 532 of them. 

Within this group, 429 panel members satisfied our screening criteria (recent new product 

introductions and willing to participate in the panel). In comparison with the full panel 

these respondents were not selective. Drawing on χ2- and t-tests we found that they did 

not differ from non-respondents and others that failed to pass the screening. In terms of 
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industry types, size classes, education level and age, significance of difference tests gave 

no significant results (p > 5%) regardless of the distribution that we tested. 

 The second step consisted of a pen-and-paper survey that EIM sent out to all 

respondents. We were allowed to submit additional questions to those respondents that 

had passed the screening. In the introduction to our questions, we explicitly indicated that 

we were interested in the specific product (exploited opportunity) that respondents had 

described on the phone. The full description of the product was printed first. We then 

offered a semantic differential scale which involved the use of bipolar items, to record if 

the opportunity was either Schumpeterian or Kirznerian. In addition, the survey recorded 

variables as part of EIM's regular data collection procedures – including various 

indicators at the individual-, enterprise- and market level (all to be discussed hereafter).  

 Eventually, we received completed questionnaires from 184 persons, a response 

rate of 43 percent. Table 1 describes the sampled and responding panel members.  
 

Table 1. Distributions of sampled and responding panel members  

 Sample 

(n=429) 

Respondents 

(n=184) 

(Size class)    

  1-9 employees 45% 42% 

  10-49 employees 41% 43% 

  50-> employees 14% 15% 

 100% 100% 

(Industry type)    

  manufacturers of chemicals, rubbers and plastics (NACE codes 23-25) 8% 9% 

  manufacturers of machinery, electrical devices, transport equipment (29-34) 26% 27% 

  other manufacturers (NACE 15-22, 26-28; 35-37) 11% 10% 

  technical wholesale firms (NACE 51.8) 8% 11% 

  IT and telecom services (NACE 64.2; 72) 21% 19% 

  engineering and commercial R&D services (NACE 74.2; 73) 21% 19% 

  other services 5% 5% 

 100% 100% 

(Education)    

  bachelor or master degree 84% 87% 

(Age)   

  in years 45.4 45.6 

 

Again, drawing on χ
2
- and t-tests no significant differences were found between both 

distributions in terms of size classes (p=.46), industry types (p=.55), education (p=.06) 

and age of the respondent (p=.75), suggesting the absence of response bias. 

 

MEASURING OPPORTUNITY TYPES 

We created a pool of 15 items to measure if the reported opportunities were either 

Schumpeterian or Kirznerian. All items were inspired on the literature review and key 

characteristics that we previously discussed. For each of the proposed dimensions three 

items were formulated (we were not allowed to add any more due to space restrictions in 

the survey). All items were bipolar sentence completers so that respondents could report 

on the nature of their product, and completed on a 7-point scale. For example, we asked 

respondents to mark if the opportunity was either 'entirely new' (Schumpeter) versus 

'applying something incumbent' (Kirzner). A full list of the items is presented in the 

Appendix to this paper.  
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 Our strategy to analyze the items and develop our measure was as follows. First, 

we conducted a range of exploratory factor analyses (EFA) to explore feasible factor 

structures and remove superfluous items. Second, we performed confirmatory factor 

analyses (CFA) to find the best factor structure and to test our first hypothesis.  

 

Exploratory factor analysis 

Using our 15 items, pre-analysis tests for the suitability of the data for EFA were 

computed as recommended by Hair et al. (2007). The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure of 

sampling adequacy was .85, and the Bartlett test of sphericity was significant at p < .001, 

indicating suitability of the data. An initial EFA was computed without iteration. We 

found that only four factors had eigenvalues larger than one. An additional analyses with 

oblique rotation suggested that the bipolar dimensions of innovation – arbitrage and 

creation – discovery could be merged. However, an alternative EFA that was forced to 

extract five factors indicated that the proposed five dimensions were feasible. Both 

solutions however contained some ambiguous items, so we first engaged in an item-

selection process to remove confusing items. Following Hair et al. (2007) this was done 

one-by-one based on their factor loadings (which should preferably > .50 while cross-

loadings should be < .30). Table 2 lists the selected items for the five-dimensional 

solution (see Appendix for the dropped items). The item-selection process induced a ten-

item scale, with two items for each dimension, and explaining 83% of the variance. The 

table also shows that each dimension is sufficiently reliable (Cronbach's α > .70 and 

mean correlation > .40).  

 
Table 2. Exploratory factor analysis of opportunity type items (n=184)  
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…is entirely new - …applies something incumbent .09 .13 -.09 .07 -.60 

…is revolutionary - …is an incremental improvement -.02 -.02 .02 .05 -.90 

…is very influential - …has no external impact .87 -.03 -.09 -.08 -.13 

…forces others to change - …only induces internal change .67 .03 .05 .09 .05 

…is self-created - …is due to being alert on market 

opportunities 

-.04 .00 -.70 .18 .05 

…is primarily our own idea - …has an external source .06 .04 -.77 -.16 -.12 

…is unique - …is seen very often -.01 .05 -.01 .83 -.11 

…is rarely seen - …is commonplace .19 .00 -.10 .51 -.07 

…mainly applies new knowledge - …benefits from 

established knowledge 

.07 .82 -.02 .00 .00 

…draws on new information - …uses existing information -.06 .84 .02 .00 .00 

      

Cronbach's α(of bold items) .76 .81 .72 .76 .83 

Mean correlation (of bold items) .61 .69 .57 .61 .71 
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For the four-dimensional solution a similar matrix was found in which the dimensions of 

innovation-arbitrage and creation-discovery were merged, and in which the same items 

had been selected (results available from the authors on request). 

 

Confirmatory factor analysis 

Next, confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was applied to test hypotheses 1A and 1B. As 

the strongest test of fit is to identify and test competing models that represent different 

hypothetical relationships (Hair et al., 2007), we identified three models for empirical 

comparison. First, a model with all items loading onto a single factor was estimated. This 

is a baseline model that is routinely estimated in the process of developing measures, 

based on the thought that the distinction between Schumpeterian and Kirznerian 

opportunities can be captured in a single dimension. Second, a four-factor model was run 

in which the items of innovation-arbitrage and creation-discovery loaded on a single 

factor. This model reflected our finding in the original EFA that only four dimensions 

had eigenvalues > 1.0. Finally, a five-factor model was estimated in which all items 

loaded on their presupposed dimensions. The latter models were both specified to 

account for empirical correlations betweens the five dimensions, i.e. to account for the 

proposed contribution of the various dimensions to an overall measure of opportunity 

type.  

 Table 3 provides the results drawing on maximum likelihood estimates. It reports 

absolute fit measures (GFI and RMSEA, both indicating recovery of observed 

correlations between the items), incremental fit measures (TLI and NFI, comparing a 

proposed model to a baseline one-factor model with all items having unity factor 

loadings) and a parsimonious fit measure (χ²/df, indicating whether model fit has been 

achieved by 'overfitting' the data with too many coefficients). Reported threshold values 

are conservative and taken from Hair et al. (2007). 

 
Table 3. Overall fit indices for opportunity type models (threshold values in brackets) (n=184)  

 Absolute fit Incremental fit Parsimonious fit 

Model GFI (> .95) RMSEA (< .05) TLI (> .95) NFI (> .95) χ²/df (< 3.0) 

One factor .81 .178 .65 .70 6.78 

Four factors .94 .081 .93 .92 2.20 

Five factors .96 .048 .97 .96 1.42 

 

The results indicated that the five-factor model provides best fit. The four-factor model 

can be regarded as marginally acceptable, but is clearly less feasible than the five-factor 

model. Moreover, we found that all items loaded significantly on their proposed 

dimensions at p < .001 (output available on request). These results strongly suggest that 

the five dimensions contribute to an overall bipolar construct of opportunity, supporting 

hypothesis 1A.  

 To test hypothesis 1B, we followed Fornell and Larcker (1981) by comparing the 

average variance extracted (AVE), i.e. the average variance shared between a dimension 

and its items, with the variance shared with the other dimensions in a model (i.e. the 

squared correlation between two dimensions). Table 4 reports the correlations between 

the five dimensions, while the square root of the AVE is on the diagonal. Indeed, the 

square root of the AVE exceeds all relevant correlations, indicating that the dimensions 

are sufficiently distinct. Accordingly, hypothesis 1B is supported.  
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Table 4. Distinctiveness of the proposed dimensions of opportunity type (n=184)  

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 

Innovation-Arbitrage (1) .84     

Disequilibrating-Equilibrating (2) .50** .82    

Creation-Discovery (3) .55** .31** .76   

Rare-Common (4) .55** .47** .39** .78  

New info-No new info (5) .43** .26** .27** .30* .84 

** p < .001. Square root of the Avarage Variance Extracted is presented on the diagonal. 

 

CORRELATION ANALYSIS 

The survey recorded many other variables as part of EIM's regular efforts to study the 

behavior and performance of high-tech small firms. A selection of these variables is 

relevant for our hypotheses 2-4, and summarized in Table 5. The table also presents 

descriptive statistics. Besides, as the survey was part of a wider panel study, we managed 

to obtain longitudinal data on business performance indicators one and two years later. 

After the item-selection process, the bipolar opportunity measure contained ten items. 

From its distribution we can conclude that the Schumpeterian type is slightly 

overrepresented (mean scores < 4.0). Nevertheless, the distribution across the measure is 

good enough to enable a comparison between both types.  

 At the individual level, educational attainment was assessed with a dichotomous 

indicator whether the respondent had at least a master's degree. Innovative behavior was 

measured with a four-item measure based on Scott and Bruce (1994). This measure had 

good reliability (Cronbach's α = .77 and mean inter-item correlation r = .46). Risk-taking 

propensity was recorded with a measure of three items (α = .81 and r = .59), inspired on 

the work of Gomez-Mejia and Balkin (1989). Growth ambitions was studied with a self-

constructed measure of two items (α = .64 and r = .47). Respondents indicated their 

growth ambitions in the next three years in terms of revenues and workforce. Answers 

were collected on a five-point scale 'not at all', 'less than 10%', 'about 10 to 25%', 'about 

25 to 40%' and 'more than 40%' (coded 1 to 5). Details of all items can be found in the 

Appendix. As indicated, reliability levels satisfied common threshold values (α > .70 and 

r > .40) with the exception of growth ambitions – note however that this measure 

contained only two items, and in such cases lower values of α are acceptable (Hair et al., 

2007). 

 At the enterprise level, firm size was measured with the number of employees in 

full-time equivalents. For strategic focus, we disposed of two relevant indicators that had 

been collected. First, respondents indicated to what extent their strategic focus included 

new product development to satisfy future needs. Second, they indicated to what extent 

they considered opportunity exploitation to better satisfy today's needs to be part of their 

strategy. Both items were collected with 5-point scales ('not at all'-'to a large extent'). As 

for new-to-the-market product introductions, patents and continuous collaboration with 

universities, we used three dichotomous indicators as shown in Table 5. 

 At the market level, we constructed three multi-dimensional measures, inspired by 

the work of Kemp, Mosselman and Van Witteloostuijn (2004). Perceived incumbent 

rivalry was documented with two items (α = .85 and r = .73). Market growth was 

measured with a three-item measure (α = .81 and r = .59). Technological turbulence was 
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captured by two items (α = .76 and r = .61). Again, common threshold values for 

reliability indices were satisfactory.  

 
Table 5. Variables and descriptive statistics  

Variables Description Mean SD n 

(Opportunity)      

Opportunity 

type 

Mean score of five dimensions indicating to what extent an 

opportunity is Schumpeterian (coded 1) or Kirznerian (coded 7) 

3.09 1.06 184 

Innovativeness Mean score of two items coded 1 (innovative) to 7 (abitrage) 3.34 1.63 184 

Disequilibrating Mean score of two items coded 1 (disequilibrating) to 7 

(equilibrating) 

3.26 1.27 184 

Creation Mean score of two items coded 1 (creation) to 7 (discovery) 3.26 1.66 184 

Rarity Mean score of two items coded 1 (rare) to 7 (common) 2.58 1.24 184 

New 

information 

Mean score of two items coded 1 (requires new information) to 7 (no 

new information) 

3.00 1.51 184 

(Individual level)     

Education Respondent has completed his/her master's degree (0=no; 1=yes) .48 .50 184 

Innovative 

behavior 

Mean score of four items on innovative behavior, coded 1 (never) to 

5 (always) 

4.12 .50 184 

Risk taking Mean score of three items on risk taking propensity, coded 1 (totally 

disagree) to 5 (totally agree) 

3.82 .65 184 

Growth 

ambitions 

Mean score of two items on the respondent's growth ambitions, 

coded 1 (not at all) to 5 (ambition to grow by over 40%) 

2.70 .88 184 

(Enterprise level)     

Firm size Number of employees in full-time equivalents 27.6 41.1 184 

Strategic focus 

on future needs 

Strategic focus: new product development to satisfy future needs, 

coded 1 (not at all) to 5 (to a large extent) 

4.06 .78 184 

Strategic focus 

on today's needs 

Strategic focus: exploitation of opportunities to better satisfy today's 

needs, coded 1 (not at all) to 5 (to a large extent) 

3.64 1.17 184 

New to market 

products 

New to the market product introductions in past three years (0=no; 

1=yes) 

.79 .41 184 

Patents Possession of patents (0=no; 1=yes) .39 .49 184 

University 

collaboration 

Continuous innovation collaboration with universities (0=no; 1=yes) .29 .46 184 

(Market level)     

Incumbent 

rivalry 

Mean score of two items coded 1 (totally disagree) to 5 (totally 

agree) 

3.25 .94 184 

Market growth Mean score of three items coded 1 (totally disagree) to 5 (totally 

agree) 

3.70 .75 184 

Technological 

turbulence 

Mean score of two items coded 1 (totally disagree) to 5 (totally 

agree) 

3.33 .87 184 

(Growth)     

∆ Size1 Annual growth of number of employees between t=0 and t=1 .047 .26 158 

∆ Revenues1 Annual revenue growth between t=0 and t=1 .244 .52 158 

∆ Size2 Annual growth of number of employees between t=0 and t=2 .061 .20 136 

∆ Revenues2 Annual revenue growth between t=0 and t=2 .165 .33 136 

 

Finally, to obtain a flavor of the correlations with business growth, we enriched the 

dataset by adding performance indicators from two follow-up surveys of the panel. More 

specifically, in December 2007 (t=1) and December 2008 (t=2) EIM implemented new 

telephone surveys in which (part of) the same respondents reported the size of their 

workforce (number of employees in full-time equivalents) and revenues (in Euros). We 

computed average annual growth percentages for the number of employees and revenues, 
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one and two years after we had collectedly our initial data. After matching the datasets, 

these indicators were available for 158 and 136 respondents, respectively. 

 

Correlations 

As a first test of hypotheses 2-4, Pearson correlation coefficients between the opportunity 

type scale and the various indicators are shown in Table 6. The table also presents results 

for each of the five bipolar dimensions, but here we will only discuss the overall measure 

(left-most column).  

 
Table 6. Correlations between (dimensions of) opportunity type and individual-, enterprise- and 

market-level indicators (n=184) 
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(Individual level)       

Education -.09 -.10 -.10 -.12 -.04 .04 

Innovative behavior -.19* -.18^ -.21* -.02 -.20* -.11 

Risk taking -.06 -.07 -.08 .07 .02 -.16^ 

Growth ambitions -.22* -.20* -.16^ -.14 -.13 -.18^ 

(Enterprise level)       

Firm size -.07 -.05 -.10 -.12 .02 .01 

Strategic focus on future needs -.36** -.28** -.26** -.32** -.27** -.16^ 

Strategic focus on today's needs .35** .21* .23* .29** .26** .30** 

New to market products -.18^ -.15^ -.14 -.08 -.20* -.09 

Patents -.25* -.22* -.22* -.21* -.13 -.12 

University collaboration -.22* -.19^ -.16^ -.21* -.07 -.15^ 

(Market level)       

Incumbent rivalry .21* .21* .12 .17^ .25* .03 

Market growth -.28** -.28** -.19^ -.07 -.26** -.23* 

Technological turbulence -.05 .04 .01 .00 .01 -.23* 

** p < .001; * p < .01; ^ p < .05 

 

As for the individual level variables, all indicators have their expected sign. More 

Schumpeterian opportunities tend to be exploited by individuals with more education, 

innovative behavior, propensity to take risks, and ambitions to grow their enterprise. 

However, the correlations for educational attainment and risk taking are not significant – 

so we find some first empirical support only for innovative behavior and growth 

ambitions (hypotheses 2B and 2D). As for education, our dichotomous indicator of 

having a master's degree may be too rough – in follow-up studies it is recommended to 

include more sophisticated measures by differentiating between multiple degrees 

(professional education, bachelor, doctorate, etc) and years of school attendance. For risk 

taking, we remark that Schumpeter (1934) himself advocated that risk taking is not an 

entrepreneurial trait. To him, it would be the providers of finance (capitalists) who are 

bearing the risk of innovation.  
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 At the enterprise level we found some interesting correlations as well. Firm size 

does not seem to be a good predictor of opportunity type, so hypotheses 3A is not 

supported. This finding seems in line with the ongoing discussion in a related field on the 

question if small or large firms are better capable of innovation (known as Schumpeter 

Mark I and Mark II, respectively). Indeed, results in this field have so far been mixed and 

confusion. For the other hypotheses however, we did find initial empirical support. 

Schumpeterian opportunities are more likely to be exploited by enterprises with a 

strategic focus on proactive product development to serve future needs. They are also 

more likely to be innovative enterprises in terms of new-to-the-market new product 

introductions, patents and continuous innovation collaboration with universities. In 

contrast, Kirzenerian opportunities are found relatively often in high tech small 

enterprises reporting a strategic focus on opportunities to exploit today's needs.  

 For the market level indicators results were partially in line with our 

presuppositions. The incumbent rivalry measure correlated positively with Kirznerian 

opportunity, while perceived market growth did the same with the Schumpeterian type 

(in line with hypotheses 4A and 4B). These results suggest that Schumpeterian 

opportunities will better prosper in dynamic environments, or alternatively, they may be 

easier to create in such environments. We however did not find a significant result for the 

technological turbulence measure, with the (rather trivial) exception of the new 

information dimension (r = -.23, p < .01).  

 To further explore the correlates of opportunity type, we ran a range of ordinary 

least squares regression models in which all indicators were entered as independently 

variables. Results are given in Table 7. Again, our focus is on the left-most column, but 

interested readers may also check the regression output for the other columns.  

 
Table 7. Regression models of (dimensions of) opportunity type (n=184) 
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Standardized parameters:       

(Individual level)       

Education .03 -.01 -.03 -.04 .04 .14^ 

Innovative behavior -.10 -.10 -.16^ .01 -.12 -.01 

Risk taking .02 .01 -.01 .08 .09 -.11 

Growth ambitions -.03 -.02 -.03 -.06 .03 -.02 

(Enterprise level)       

Firm size -.07 -.06 -.11 -.09 -.01 .02 

Strategic focus on future needs -.25** -.20* -.17^ -.27** -.19* -.07 

Strategic focus on today's needs .28** .13
&

 .18^ .24* .19* .27** 

New to market products -.11
&

 -.08 -.10 -.06 -.13
&

 -.03 

Patents -.21* -.18^ -.16^ -.17^ -.12
&

 -.11 

University collaboration -.15^ -.14
&

 -.10 -.11 -.05 -.14
&

 

(Market level)       
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Incumbent rivalry .09 .10 .02 .06 .15
&

 .01 

Market growth -.13& -.16& -.07 .02 -.14& -.13 

Technological turbulence -.04 .05 .02 .01 .00 -.20* 

Model fit:       

Adjusted R
2
 .32 .20 .15 .20 .18 .17 

F-value 7.6** 4.5** 3.5** 4.4** 4.1** 3.8** 

** p < .001; * p < .01; ^ p < .05; 
&
 p < .10 

 

In general, we find that the enterprise level indicators seem the most significant correlates 

of opportunity type. This especially applies to the strategy indicators, but also to the 

possession of patents. These indicators may actually be considered as validation variables 

to demonstrate the criterion validity of the Schumpeter-Kirzner bipolar measure. It is also 

interesting to note that some of the other indicators keep their significance – for example 

market growth, patents and university collaborations. In future research, more 

sophisticated models of opportunity type need to be developed with our data in order to 

better explain when and by whom both types are exploited. 

 To obtain a first test of hypothesis 5, Table 8 shows the Pearson correlations 

between (dimensions of) opportunity type and the various growth indicators.  

 
Table 8. Correlations between (dimensions of) opportunity type and growth indicators  
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∆ Size1 (n=158) -.07 -.09 -.01 -.11 -.06 .02 

∆ Revenues1 (n=158) -.12 -.15 -.07 -.05 -.08 -.07 

∆ Size2 (n=136) -.20^ -.18^ -.13 -.07 -.20^ -.14 

∆ Revenues2 (n=136) -.22* -.22* -.23* .07 -.16 -.11 

* p< .01; ^ p< .05 

 

One year after respondents had described their opportunity to us, we found no significant 

correlation between opportunity type and any growth indicator. After two years however, 

enterprises which had reported Schumpeterian opportunities were doing better than those 

with Kirznerian opportunities – on both workforce and revenue growth. So, drawing on 

the data that had been collected two years later, hypothesis 5 is empirically supported. 

Follow-up descriptive statistics (available on request) suggested that after one year, 

enterprises with both opportunity type swere growing well, but for the Kirznerian ones, 

growth results collapsed in the second year while the Schumpeterian ones kept their pace 

more or less at the same level. 

 

DISCUSSION 

This paper measured and empirically compared Schumpeterian and Kirznerian 

opportunities, two types of opportunity which are broadly regarded as main and opposing 

explanations of how entrepreneurial opportunities are born and exploited – but that have 
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so far suffered from scant attention in empirical research. Our intention with this paper 

was twofold. First, we developed a multidimensional measure of opportunity type, in 

which Schumpeterian and Kirznerian opportunities were opposed on five bipolar 

dimensions. Second, we tentatively explored when, how and by whom both types are 

exploited. This is a first attempt to further enrich our knowledge of the antecedents and 

consequences of these opportunity types.  

 Drawing on survey data of 184 high tech small business entrepreneurs engaging 

in opportunity exploitation, we indeed found that the distinction between Schumpeterian 

and Kirznerian opportunities can be made empirically, i.e. both types were found. 

Respondents were first screened for exploiting entrepreneurial opportunities in the past 

three years. Next, they reported to us on the nature of these opportunities by completing a 

bipolar, multiple-item scale with Schumpeterian and Kirznerian opportunity features as 

anchor points. A ten-item measure was developed that seems to adequately capture the 

distinction between both types on five bipolar dimensions: innovation-abitrage, 

disequilibrating-equilibrating, creation-discovery, rare-common and new information-no 

new information. Each dimension was operationalized by two items with good reliability. 

The dimensions also proved to converge to an overall construct of opportunity type 

(Schumpeterian versus Kirznerian), but at the same time, they were sufficiently distinct. 

 As for the potential antecedents and consequences, we conducted a correlation 

analyses drawing on multiple indicators at the individual level, the enterprise level and 

the market level. We found that individuals engaging in Schumpeterian opportunities are 

more likely to be innovative and ambitious to grow their enterprise, more than those 

exploiting Kirznerian opportunities. At the enterprise level, we found that Schumpeterian 

opportunities are more likely developed in organizations with a structural focus on new 

product development to satisfy future needs, while Kirznerian ones focused on 

opportunity exploitation to meet today's needs. Besides, Schumpeterian opportunities 

were pursued by relatively innovative enterprises, i.e. they can be distinguished in terms 

of new-to-the-market product innovations, the possession of patents, and having 

continuous innovation collaborations with universities. As for the environmental 

conditions, Schumpeterian opportunities were more often pursued in rapidly growing 

markets, while Kirznerian opportunities were found in markets of strong rivalry among 

incumbent producers. Finally, as for their impact on business performance, our first 

results suggest that Schumpeterian opportunities induce better growth in terms of sales 

and employment two years after respondents first described their opportunity to us. 

 

Limitation and suggestions 

In all, our empirical results confirm that Schumpeterian and Kirznerian opportunities are 

exploited by different individuals and enterprises, and in different market environments. 

Besides, their longer-term impact on business growth seems better for the Schumpeterian 

type. Although these initial results are tempting, it is too early to formulate convincing 

and useful implications for practitioners – simply because more analyses need to be done 

first.  

 Nevertheless, for this moment policy makers should avoid to completely ignore 

Kirznerian entrepreneurship in order to enhance economic growth. In most developed 

countries, innovation and entrepreneurship policies are biased towards Schumpeterian 

entrepreneurship, as this is more creative, innovative and potentially disequilibrating, 
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with better anticipated consequences for longer term growth and knowledge spillovers 

(Stam, 2008) – and indeed this is what our first empirical results suggest. However, we 

remark that while Schumpeter's entrepreneur seems important for discontinuous change, 

Kirzner's version is probably important too because they come in larger numbers, and 

they ensure innovation diffusion. In fact, this is what further longitudinal work on the 

distinction between both types should shed a light on. 

 For researchers, suggested implications of this paper are more straightforward, 

and some of them directly follow from the limitations of our research. First, more can be 

done to validate the empirical bipolar measure of opportunity type. It proved to be very 

satisfactory in terms of reliability, and convergence and distinctiveness of its dimensions. 

Besides, the reported empirical correlations can be regarded as first evidence of criterion 

validity – at least the measure correlates with many of its presupposed antecedents and 

consequences. For further validation we stress that application in other contexts, 

including broad samples of entrepreneurs rather than just high-tech ones, is merited. 

Researchers should also be concerned with developing and testing how the measure 

behaves in a full nomological network of relationships with other, theoretically related 

constructs. Second, we need to develop more sophisticated models of the antecedents and 

consequences of Schumpeterian and Kirznerian opportunities, as the correlation analyses 

presented here are clearly only a first step. This is an effort that we intend to do 

ourselves. Thirdly, we remark that in previous work, attempts have been made to fuse 

Kirznerian and Schumpeterian entrepreneurs. For instance, Holcombe (1998) and Fu-Lai 

Yu (2001) explained growth as a combination of adaptive and disruptive movements by 

Kirznerian and Schumpeterian entrepreneurs. Kirzner (2009) himself recently concluded 

that both types of opportunity are needed to understand the nature of dynamic market 

processes:  

'In spite of the contrast with Schumpeter that I emphasized in 1973, the truth is that 

my understanding of the dynamic market process certainly can (and should!) also 

encompass the consequences of Schumpeterian entrepreneurship (…) Casual 

observation surely confirms Schumpeter's insights into entrepreneurial creativity 

(…) Apparently, there must be scope for both a creative entrepreneur (…) and a 

passive, alert entrepreneur (…) It seems reasonable to see the full dynamic of the 

capitalist system as being the outcome of two distinct kinds of entrepreneur-driven 

changes' (p. 148-149).  

 

In the longer run it is recommended to further explore if and how both opportunity types 

interact to enhance enterprise performance and economic growth – this paper and its 

proposed measure provides first empirical tools for this journey. 

 

 APPENDIX: MEASURES AND ITEMS 

Opportunity type 
(7-point bipolar scale of Schumpeterian versus Kirznerian opportunity; items marked * were discarded) 

This product…  
(innovation - abitrage) 

…is entirely new - …applies something incumbent 

…is revolutionary - …is an incremental improvement 

…is full of risks - …is on the safe side* 
(disequilibrating - equilibrating) 
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…is very influential -…has no external impact 

…forces others to change - …only induces internal change 

…disturbs market relationships - …respects market relationships* 
(creation - discovery) 

…is self-created - …is due to being alert on market opportunities 

…creates new market opportunities - …utilizes existing opportunities* 

…is primarily our own idea - …has an external source 
(rare - common) 

…is unique - …is seen very often 

…is hard to imitate - …is easy to copy* 

…is rarely seen - …is commonplace 
(requires new information - no new information) 

…mainly applies new knowledge - …benefits from established knowledge 

…draws on new information - …uses existing information 

…introduces new concepts - …builds on existing concepts* 

 

Innovative behavior 
(5-point scale 'never'-'always') 

I search out new technologies, techniques or products. 

I generate creative ideas. 

People consider me an innovative person. 

I investigate and secure funds needed to implement new ideas. 

 

Risk taking propensity 
(5-point scale 'totally disagree'-'totally agree') 

I never mind to engage in risky ventures. 

I am willing to take risks. 

I like to take a chance. 

 

Growth ambitions 
(5-point scale 'not at all', 'less than 10%', 'about 10 to 25%', 'about 25 to 40%', 'more than 40%') 

In the next three years, I want to grow my revenues by… (please mark) 

In the next three years, I want to grow my workforce by... (please mark) 

 

Incumbent rivalry 
(5-point scale 'totally disagree'-'totally agree') 

Our market is characterized by intense competition. 

Our position is threatened by other companies in our market. 

 

Market growth 
(5-point scale 'totally disagree'-'totally agree') 

Our most important market is expanding rapidly. 

In our market we have plenty opportunities to grow. 

In our market there is huge, unexploited potential. 

 

Technological turbulence 
(5-point scale 'totally disagree'-'totally agree') 

In our market products and services tend to become obsolete quickly. 
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In our market you need to continuously adopt new technologies to stay tuned. 
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