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This study explores how entrepreneurs’ extent of experience of business failure affects
the level of negative emotional response (NER) they experience, moderating the level of
personal growth that occurs after business failure. Contrary to common assumption, the
study finds no significant relationship between the extent of failure experience and the
level of NER. The results show that many entrepreneurs demonstrate personal growth
following business failure, however, the extent of failure experience and the level of NER.
This interaction moderates the level of personal growth for the entrepreneur and suggests
that high levels of failure experience interfere with the level of personal growth obtained.
The study contributes to theory by providing insights into the processes and consequences
of entrepreneurial failure. In particular, the study brings together key threads of debate
on personal growth and failure to develop and test conceptual arguments, and further
explores the way entrepreneurship scholars think about emotion, business failure and its
impact on the individual and society.

Introduction

Entrepreneurial failure is inherent to the en-
trepreneurial process (Cope, 2011; Pittaway and
Thorpe, 2012; Politis, 2005), as is evident from the
14,048 UK company insolvencies in 2021 (The In-
solvency Service, 2021). Post-failure entrepreneur
well-being is crucial, as it impacts future busi-
ness performance and broader societal areas, such
as mental health service reliance post-COVID-19
(Donthu and Gustafsson, 2020; Stephan et al.,
2022; Yen et al., 2021). Failure extends beyond
insolvency, administration or bankruptcy (Cope,
2011; Shepherd, 2003) to include personal hard-
ships, mishaps and unmet venture expectations
(Khelil, 2016; Politis and Gabrielsson, 2009). For
this study, we define the extent of business failure

experience as the accumulation of failure experi-
ences and associated losses.
Strong emotional bonds often tie entrepreneurs

to their businesses, with failure inducing a grief-
like negative emotional response (NER) (Jenkins,
Wiklund and Brundin, 2014; Shepherd, Patzelt
and Wolf, et al., 2011; Ucbasaran et al., 2010).
These responses are, on the one hand, said to in-
hibit personal growth and future entrepreneurial
efforts (Cope, 2011; Shepherd, 2003; Shepherd,
Patzelt and Wolf, et al., 2011) whilst, on the other
hand, also providing opportunities for personal
growth through the grieving process (Hogan and
Schmidt, 2002; Yamakawa and Cardon, 2015).
In the entrepreneurial context, ‘personal growth

is concerned with self-realization and achievement
of personal potential’ (Ryff, 2019, p. 649), with
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individuals seeking greater self-knowledge and
effectiveness while developing new attitudes and
behaviours (Ryff, 2019). Post-traumatic growth,
defined by relating to others, new possibilities,
personal strength, spiritual change and appre-
ciation of life (Tedeschi and Calhoun, 2008),
provides insights into how entrepreneurs may
experience growth following failure. Such changes
are produced by the struggle with loss and explain
negative and positive personal transformations
(Tedeschi and Calhoun, 2008). These convergent
concepts align with Hogan’s definition, whereby
personal growth ‘reflects bereaved individuals
becoming transformed by the grief, experiencing
positive changes as an outcome of the bereave-
ment process’ (Hogan, Greenfield and Schmidt,
2001, p. 5).

Despite the recognition of personal growth as
a potential failure outcome, research on its an-
tecedents and impact on entrepreneurs experi-
encing failure is limited (Bonanno, 2004; Corner,
Singh and Pavlovich, 2017; Tedeschi and Calhoun,
2008). Exploring the effects, such as suffering
(Shepherd, 2019) and potential ‘silver linings’ of
failure events (Mantere et al., 2013; Shepherd and
Haynie, 2011; Shepherd and Patzelt, 2017; Singh,
Corner and Pavlovich, 2015), remains critical.

This study examines how the extent of business
failure experience impacts entrepreneurs’NER, its
interaction with personal growth and implications
for entrepreneurs re-entering entrepreneurship
post-failure. Our study makes three main contri-
butions.

First, we reconcile the apparent conflict between
NER to business failure and its impact on personal
growth in current research (Cope, 2011; Shepherd,
2003; Shepherd, Patzelt and Wolf, et al., 2011).
We delve into the psychological implications of
failure experience, considering accumulated grief
(Shepherd, Haynie and Patzelt, 2013; Shepherd
and Patzelt, 2017). We test the relationship be-
tween the extent of failure experience and NER
and explore if NERmediates, or the extent of fail-
ure experiencemoderates, the relationship between
NER and personal growth (Hsu, Wiklund and
Cotton, 2017; Ucbasaran, Westhead and Wright,
2009, 2013).

Second, we assert that personal growth is not al-
ways an outcome of business failure. NER and the
extent of failure experience can interact to nega-
tively affect personal growth, impacting future en-
trepreneurial activity and well-being (Cope, 2011;

Shepherd, 2003; Shepherd, Patzelt andWolf, et al.,
2011). We challenge the notion that higher busi-
ness failure levels always result in increased NER
and reveal that NER can persist long after a failure
event.

Finally, we apply the Hogan Grief Reac-
tion Checklist (HGRC) (Hogan, Greenfield and
Schmidt, 2001) to entrepreneurial contexts, pro-
viding additional validity for NER measurement
among entrepreneurs. This aligns with Shepherd’s
(2019) call to research entrepreneurship’s ‘dark
side’, deepening our understanding of personal
growth in relation to grief and business failure.

Theoretical framework

A comprehensive review of the literature on the
process and outcomes of entrepreneurial failure
forms the basis of our study, as detailed in Ap-
pendix 1. Responding to Shepherd and Patzlet’s
(2017) call for a deeper understanding of how busi-
ness failure can catalyse personal growth, we join
Shepherd, Patzelt and Wolf et al. (2011) and Jenk-
ins, Wiklund and Brundin (2014) in adopting con-
cepts from grief literature.

Entrepreneurial learning theories underscore
the significance of experiential learning – the evo-
lution of individuals through their experiences,
inclusive of failures (Amankwah-Amoah, Boso
and Antwi-Agyei, 2018; Huovinen and Tihula,
2008; Politis, 2005). Entrepreneurs, in experi-
encing failure and the linked emotional pain,
might reflect on their actions, strategies and deci-
sions, engendering insights and fostering personal
growth (Shepherd and Patzlet, 2017; Shepherd
and Williams, 2018). By acknowledging and un-
derstanding this pain, entrepreneurs can derive
valuable lessons from their failures, thereby forti-
fying their capabilities for future entrepreneurial
ventures (Boso et al., 2019).

There are, however, some contradictions and
tensions within the literature. On the one hand,
NERs could lead to personal growth; on the other
hand, they could impede learning and growth,
when the emotional pain becomes excessive (Cope,
2011; Shepherd, 2003). If negative emotions such
as guilt, fear or shame engulf entrepreneurs, they
may become immobilized, thereby blocking learn-
ing and the potential for growth from their failure
experiences (Liu et al., 2019; Shepherd, 2019).
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From Negative Emotions to Personal Growth 3

Grief theory, traditionally associated with per-
sonal losses, offers a valuable lens to understand
how NERs can promote personal growth (Hogan
and Schmidt, 2002; Shepherd, Patzelt and Wolf,
et al., 2011; Tedeschi and Calhoun, 2008). It
presents the idea of post-traumatic growth (PTG),
or positive psychological transformations follow-
ing a traumatic event. This suggests that emotional
pain can stimulate personal growth, resilience and
positive transformations (Tedeschi and Calhoun,
2008).

The application of grief theory to en-
trepreneurial failure introduces two primary
complexities: the dual role of NER as a potential
catalyst and barrier to personal growth, and the
challenges in using a theory rooted in personal
losses to understand entrepreneurial dynamics.

Our study pivots around these intricacies, with
a unique focus on how the extent of fail-
ure experience impacts personal growth result-
ing from NER to business failure. While other
studies have considered factors such as coping
mechanisms, sensemaking and emotional intelli-
gence/regulation (Byrn and Shepherd, 2015; Fang
He et al., 2018; Mantere et al., 2013; Shepherd and
Kurakto, 2009; Singh et al., 2007), our research
spotlights the degree of failure experience as a crit-
ical individual difference. This focus addresses a
gap in the current understanding, aimed at shed-
ding light on the factors that determine the shift
from the beneficial to the detrimental effects of
NER and the role the extent of failure experience
plays in this transition.

Negative emotional response to failure

Grief has been used as a term to describe both the
process of grieving (Hogan and Schmidt, 2002) as
well as the NER elicited because of a significant
loss (Shepherd and Haynie, 2011). Jenkins, Wik-
lund and Brundin (2014) defined grief following
entrepreneurial failure with dimensions of denial,
anger and sadness, whereas Shepherd, Patzelt and
Wolf et al. (2011) considered dimensions of dis-
organization, detachment and despair as negative
emotions in response to project failure. For this
study, we seek to examine the relationship between
NER and personal growth, and therefore follow
the approach of Shepherd, Patzelt and Wolf et al.
(2011) in adopting the HGRC (Hogan, Greenfield
and Schmidt, 2001) as a lens to understand and

assess entrepreneurs’ emotional responses to busi-
ness failure.
Negative emotions present themselves in re-

sponse to loss (Hogan, Greenfield and Schmidt,
2001) and it has been suggested that such NER
may reduce or inhibit the personal growth of
the entrepreneur following the ‘loss’ of a business
(Cope, 2011; Shepherd, 2003; Yamakawa and Car-
don, 2015). The grief to personal growth theory
suggests, however, that personal growth emerges
as an ‘outcome of suffering’ (Hogan and Schmidt,
2002, p. 616), supporting the notion that NER fol-
lowing failure is likely to lead to personal growth
(Corner, Singh and Pavlovich, 2017).

Personal growth

Prior studies into entrepreneurial failure have
given attention to learning as an outcome
(Hmieleski and Baron, 2009; Politis, 2005; Politis
and Gabrielsson, 2009; Rerup, 2005; Shepherd
and Haynie, 2011; Shepherd, Patzelt and Wolf,
et al., 2011), yet it has been suggested that en-
trepreneurs overestimate the learning benefits of
failure (Cannon and Edmondson, 2005) and, as
such, constructs formed from questions specifi-
cally referring to learning or knowledge gained
may not provide the most accurate results. In-
stead, a consideration of personal growth – a
measure of an individual’s sense of empathy, con-
sideration and awareness of others (Ryff, 2019;
Vittersø & Straume, 2020) – is less likely to be
directly associated with failure in the view of the
entrepreneur, and therefore more likely to elicit
reliable results (Ucbasaran et al., 2013). Personal
growth might be demonstrated through the advent
of new possibilities, whereby entrepreneurs who
have experienced failure are likely to become more
empathetic towards those who are experiencing
the pain of loss (Hogan and Schmidt, 2002).
Having experienced the struggle of coping with
a major life event such as entrepreneurial failure,
entrepreneurs are likely to appreciate a newfound
level of strength through the action of dealing
with adversity (Tedeschi and Calhoun, 2008;
Williams and Shepherd, 2016). Furthermore, as
an outcome of strained relationships (Kelley,
Peters and O’Connor, 2009), entrepreneurs are
likely to experience growth through ‘a greater
sense of compassion and connectedness to others’
(Tedeschi and Calhoun, 2008, p. 33). If personal
growth is impacted beyond re-entry, however,
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4 Shore et al.

this could likely act as a barrier to ‘learning new
things’, since the transformation into having a
fundamentally optimistic outlook is less likely to
have occurred (Hogan and Schmidt, 2002). Under-
standing if and why this might be could provide
insight into assisting entrepreneurs through such
transformations and improve both their well-being
and future venture performance.

As such, confirmation of the nature of the re-
lationship between NER and personal growth is
crucial in further understanding the impact of en-
trepreneurial failure on individual entrepreneurs.

The extent of business failure experience

Entrepreneurial failure is somewhat nuanced in its
taxonomy (FangHe et al., 2018; Khelil, 2016), and
researchers have previously explored the implica-
tions of experiencing poor business performance
concerning both continuance and discontinuance
of the business (Singh, Corner and Pavlovich,
2007, 2015). For the entrepreneur, such experi-
ences present themselves as critical setbacks (Cope,
2003, 2005; Pittaway and Cope, 2007; Politis and
Gabrielsson, 2009; Rae, 2000) and/or the outright
failure of the venture, leading to insolvency and
bankruptcy (Headd, 2003; Lin and Wang, 2018;
Shepherd, 2003; Shepherd, Wiklund and Haynie,
2009).

Recent studies have considered repeated failures
and entrepreneurial re-entry fromapropensity and
future performance perspective (Baù et al., 2017;
Boso et al., 2019; Hsu, 2013; Yamakawa, Peng
and Deeds, 2015). Experience of entrepreneurial
failure may accumulate in terms of the number of
closed businesses (Mueller and Shepherd, 2016;
Ucbasaran et al., 2010; Yamakawa, Peng and
Deeds, 2015), or it may present itself as the accu-
mulated size of financial cost to the entrepreneur,
their creditors or investors (Lin and Wang, 2018).
Yamakawa, Peng and Deeds (2015) theorized
that the extent of business failure in terms of the
number of business closures would have an impact
on future performance, but found no relationship
between the number of failures and new venture
performance. Similarly, Lui et al. (2019) found that
the magnitude of the financial loss on its own did
not impact entrepreneurial learning, concluding
that there is significant heterogeneity in learning
among entrepreneurs, suggesting that ‘percep-
tion’ of loss is an important factor to consider.
Ucbasaran et al. (2013) highlighted the likely link

between family wealth and the detriment of fi-
nancial loss, suggesting, therefore, that individuals
may respond differently to an ‘equal’ magnitude
of failure. Shepherd, Wiklund and Haynie (2009)
propose that entrepreneurs who see that failure is
coming delay the failure of the business in balanc-
ing financial and emotional costs, suggesting that
anticipatory grief may reduce the effect of grief
following the actual loss.

Despite the progress made in this area, there
has been little research on the potential accumu-
lation of the psychological effects of multiple fail-
ures over time (Corner, Singh and Pavlovich, 2017;
Shepherd and Patzelt, 2017). It is, therefore, im-
perative that in investigating what factors impact
the personal growth and future outcomes of en-
trepreneurs following business failure, the interac-
tion of accumulation of NER and ‘total’ or accu-
mulated experience of failure be considered.

Hypothesis development
Failure experience and negative emotional response

Prior studies link business failure to grief (Cardon
et al., 2011; Jenkins, Wiklund and Brundin, 2014),
implying a direct correlation between failure ex-
tent and NER (Lin and Wang, 2018; Shepherd
and Haynie, 2011). Mantere et al. (2013) stress
the importance of an entrepreneur’s perception of
failure, rather than just quantification. Ucbasaran
et al. (2010) found that serial entrepreneurs exhib-
ited lower comparative optimism than portfolio
entrepreneurs, hinting at varied emotional im-
pacts. Shepherd et al. (2011) uncovered diverse
emotional responses to project failure, leading
Byrne and Shepherd (2015) to theorize about
sensemaking processes and coping strategies.
Similarly, Lui et al. (2019) found non-uniform
learning outcomes related to loss magnitude.
If entrepreneurs react differently to failure and
exhibit varied cognitive responses, do they also
show distinct personal growth responses when
re-entering entrepreneurship?

It is suggested that how the individual per-
ceives failure may have a greater influence onNER
and personal growth than the absolute magni-
tude of failure (Hsu, Wiklund and Cotton, 2017;
Ucbasaran et al., 2013). Additionally, the signifi-
cance of financial loss and its impact on emotions
may vary based on the source of the initial funds.

© 2023 The Authors. British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British
Academy of Management.
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From Negative Emotions to Personal Growth 5

To address this, we assess the perceived financial
loss to creditors, investors and personal finances.

Furthermore, the level of experience of differ-
ent reasons for closure has been found to form
an overall extent of failure experience (Politis and
Gabrielsson, 2009; Ucbasaran et al., 2010). To dis-
tinguish between different kinds of business clo-
sure experiences, Politis and Gabrielsson (2009)
asked respondents to rate whether they have ex-
perience of closing a business with respect to
several reasons for discontinuance (Bates, 2005;
Stokes and Blackburn, 2002; Watson and Everett,
1993). Following this prior evidence from the lit-
erature, we consider the extent of experience of
business closure due to underperformance based
on the expectations of the entrepreneur (Khelil,
2016; Ucbasaran et al., 2010), failure to make a
profit (Politis and Gabrielsson, 2009) and insol-
vency/bankruptcy due to economic reasons (Shep-
herd, 2003; Shepherd and Haynie, 2011).

Given the questions posed and the highlighted
gaps in the literature, we find it imperative to un-
derstand how the experience of financial loss and
prior business failure impacts NER and personal
growth. As such, this study seeks to respond to
the questions of multiple and inter-related implica-
tions of entrepreneurial failure (Sarasvathy et al.,
2013; Shepherd and Patzelt, 2017) and the follow-
ing hypothesis is presented:

H1: The level of negative emotional response expe-
rienced increases with the extent of business fail-
ure experience.

Negative emotional response and personal growth

Whilst recent attention has been given to the ef-
fect that negative emotions may have on the en-
trepreneur because of failure (Ucbasaran et al.,
2013), there has been minimal study of the pos-
itive outcomes or ‘silver linings’ of business fail-
ure (Corner, Singh and Pavlovich, 2017; Shep-
herd, 2019; Shepherd and Patzelt, 2017). Personal
growth has been shown to be an output of the
grieving process within the psychology and be-
reavement literature, and has been an assumed out-
put of business failure. Shepherd, Patzelt andWolf
et al. (2011) recognized this in their study of failed
scientists, where they applied the HGRC (Hogan,
Greenfield and Schmidt, 2001) to project failure. In
the study, they removed personal growth from their
analysis. Jenkins,Wiklund and Brundin (2014) uti-

lized Blau’s (2007) measure of grief based on the
work of Kübler-Ross (1969). This study included
personal growth in a single measure of grief, as
opposed to being an outcome of grief (Shepherd,
Patzelt and Wolf, et al., 2011). This prior work
demonstrates the application of bereavement theo-
ries to the entrepreneurial setting, yet further inves-
tigation of the long-term effects of failure, repeat
failure and its impact on personal growth remains
necessary (Shepherd and Williams, 2018).
It is perhaps obvious that the link between NER

and personal growth exists, and this may account
for the lack of explicit testing of this relationship
in the context of entrepreneurial failure, yet this is
an apparent gap in the empirical research to date.
To address this gap, the following hypothesis is de-
rived for describing the anticipated observed re-
lationship between NER and positive psychologi-
cal outcomes of personal growth for entrepreneurs
with prior experience of business failure:

H2: There will be a positive relationship be-
tween negative emotional response and personal
growth for entrepreneurs who have prior failure
experience.

Failure experience and personal growth

As previously highlighted, it has been theorized
that failure can act as a transformative event
(Cope, 2011; Politis, 2005; Shepherd, 2003), pro-
viding a catalyst for personal growth in en-
trepreneurs who are open to change (Amankwah-
Amoah, Boso and Antwi-Agyei, 2018; Boso et al.,
2019; Fang He et al., 2018; Shepherd, Patzelt and
Wolf, et al., 2011; Yamakawa and Cardon, 2015).
Empirical evidence of the link between failure
and personal growth, however, appears limited. In
combining H1 and H2, it is logical to conclude
that if increased levels of the extent of failure ex-
perience have a positive relationship with NER,
and NER has a positive relationship with per-
sonal growth, then there is an indirect positive re-
lationship between the extent of failure experience
and personal growth. The following hypothesis is
therefore presented:

H3a: Negative emotional response will mediate the
relationship between the extent of business fail-
ure and personal growth.

Within the context of entrepreneurial failure,
however, it has also been suggested that NER

© 2023 The Authors. British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British
Academy of Management.
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6 Shore et al.

may be a hindrance to personal growth (Cope,
2011; Shepherd, 2003). Indeed, Shepherd, Haynie
and Patzelt (2013) suggest that personal growth is
not necessarily expected to be found following en-
trepreneurial failure, despite it being an output of
the grieving process. The findings therein contra-
dict the idea that the NER to failure elicits oppor-
tunities for personal growth (Cope, 2011; Shepherd
and Cardon, 2009). The question, therefore, re-
mains as to how the extent of prior business failure
impacts the relationship between NER and per-
sonal growth (Shepherd and Williams, 2018). Ac-
cordingly, there is a need to understand the effect
of the extent of business failure on NER, and its
possible impact on personal growth.

In exploring the boundary conditions of prior
business failure and future firm performance, Ya-
makawa, Peng and Deeds (2015) found no direct
link, but instead found a moderating effect of the
extent of business failure experience (measured
as the number of prior business failures) on fu-
ture performance. Similarly, Fang He et al. (2018)
demonstrate that failure velocity interacts with
emotional regulation in affecting entrepreneurs’
learning behaviours. It is suggested that whilst low
levels of failure experience may provide experi-
ences fromwhich to grow, further repeated failures
will have a negative effect on the individual’s abil-
ity to process information and take the informa-
tion into a new venture. Further exploration of the
moderation effect of the extent of failure has been
demonstrated by Lin and Wang (2018), where the
interaction between the magnitude of the financial
loss and the age of the entrepreneur was shown to
affect the speed of re-entry into entrepreneurship.
As with failure velocity, increased financial loss
was found to have a negative effect on the speed of
re-entry as the age of the entrepreneur increased.

If it is assumed that emotional response im-
pacts outlook, could different emotional responses
to the extent of failure experience (number and
magnitude) result in different outcomes? If this
is the case, how might an individual’s perception
of their level of experience of business failure
impact their personal growth? Shepherd, Haynie
and Patzelt (2013) suggested that multiple project
failures over time may lead to accumulated neg-
ative emotions. Drawing from the psychological
literature, ‘Lifetime traumatic events are known
to have a detrimental long-term impact on both
mental and physical health’ (Sacchi, Merzhvynska
and Augsburger, 2020, p. 1). This suggests that re-

peated exposure to business failure may lead to
accumulated psychological trauma. We postulate
that the relationship between NER and personal
growth is contingent upon the amount of busi-
ness failure an entrepreneur experiences and the re-
sulting accumulated psychological trauma. Specif-
ically, for entrepreneurs who have experienced a
low extent of business failure, NER can stim-
ulate reflection and adaptation, thus promoting
personal growth. Conversely, for those who have
been subjected to a high extent of business failure
and accumulated trauma,NER can be overwhelm-
ing and could have a detrimental impact on an
entrepreneur’s personal growth. This aligns with
the conservation of resources theory (Yang et al.,
2021). Based on such a theory, we argue that en-
trepreneurs who have experienced numerous busi-
ness failures may deplete their emotional and
psychological resources over time. The repeated
exposure to failure may lead to emotional ex-
haustion and diminished psychological well-being,
ultimately impeding their personal growth from
NER.

Thus, we might deduce that an individual’s ex-
tent of business failure experience will likely inter-
act with NER and impact personal growth. This
line of investigation provides contrasting insight
into the nature of the relationship between the
extent of failure experience, NER and personal
growth.

It is proposed that higher levels of experience of
business failure, combined with higher levels of the
extent of financial loss, will have an impact on the
individual’s NER to failure. We therefore present
the following competing hypothesis:

H3b: The extent of business failure experience
moderates the relationship between negative
emotional response and personal growth.

For the purposes of this research, we form these
proposed hypotheses into two competing empir-
ical models that will be tested in the study (see
Figures 1 and 2). The models articulate the para-
doxical notions that:

1. The increased extent of business failure expe-
rience will result in accumulated NER (higher
reported levels), leading to personal growth.

2. The increased (accumulated) NERwill mediate
the path from the extent of business failure ex-
perience to personal growth.

© 2023 The Authors. British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British
Academy of Management.
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From Negative Emotions to Personal Growth 7

Figure 1. Empirical model 1: failure, NER and personal growth

Figure 2. Empirical model 2: failure, NER and personal growth

3. The increased extent of business failure experi-
ence will moderate the path of NER to personal
growth.

Methodology

Entrepreneurial failure is difficult to investigate
since, like many crises, it is unforeseeable, and
the severity depends on context (Klebe, Felfe and
Klug, 2021). Large cross-sectional surveys have
been shown to be appropriate methods in situa-
tions where data are difficult to access longitudi-
nally (Branicki, Kalfa and Brammer, 2022), and

are valid in circumstances where sensitive data
about physical or mental health are to be collected,
which may limit response rates – such as during
the COVID-19 pandemic (Klebe, Felfe and Klug,
2021). In line with the majority of studies reviewed
(see Appendix 1), a cross-sectional study is there-
fore undertaken to assess the prevalence of NER
and personal growth in individuals who have re-
entered entrepreneurship following failure. Whilst
the cross-sectional approach has limitations in de-
riving causal relationships, and in presenting cer-
tain biases (Conelly, 2016), we seek to mitigate
these when interpreting the associations born out
of the survey. Based on current thinking on grief

© 2023 The Authors. British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British
Academy of Management.
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8 Shore et al.

and entrepreneurial failure, and the counterfac-
tual arguments already presented, we consider it
reasonable to design a model in which personal
growth is the dependent variable, consistent with
prior studies of such phenomena (e.g. Gao et al.,
2020; Klebe, Felfe and Klug, 2021).

Sample

This study used a survey as its main instrument
for data collection. An online questionnaire was
created within Qualtrics and distributed, target-
ing entrepreneurs, defined as ‘someone who holds
a significant shareholding and is a key decision
maker within their organization’ (Ucbasaran et al.,
2010).

NER has been identified as being heightened by
the stigma associated with business failure (Shep-
herd and Haynie, 2011; Shepherd and Patzelt,
2017; Singh, Corner and Pavlovich, 2015). It is im-
portant, therefore, to contextualize the data to a
single geographical location, whereby insolvency
laws are common and the perceived sociological
impacts of failure are consistent (Singh, Corner
and Pavlovich, 2015). The United Kingdom is of-
ten used as a comparator to the United States
in studies wishing to understand the stigma as-
sociated with business failure, and it has been
found that the United Kingdom’s view of fail-
ure is less favourable (Burchell and Hughes, 2006;
Cope, 2011). Taking these considerations into
account, a dataset from UK entrepreneurs was
sought.

An initial database of business correspondents
was gathered through the Knowledge Exchange
Wales programme, for inclusion in a pilot study.
The FAME database (Financial Analysis Made
Easy) was selected to identify potential key infor-
mants. The FAME database contains information
on 3.8 million companies operating in the United
Kingdom and Ireland, of which 2.8 million con-
tain complete records. The search criteria sought
to export data from companies for which there
was a listed individual who was a CEO, Manag-
ing Director or Director. In total 31,502 cases were
retrieved, ordered randomly, and the first 15,384
contacts selected. From this list, the contacts were
further filtered to remove irrelevant functions. The
remaining 14,481 contacts were then put into three
groups starting from a random point, and the
group was subsequently selected at random. A fi-
nal sample frame of 4827 contacts were sent the

introductory email. Removing 667 bounce-backs
and after two follow-up emails, 570 responses
were received, representing a total response rate
of 13.7%, which is in line with other studies fol-
lowing such methods (e.g. Shepherd et al., 2011;
Ucbasaran et al., 2010). Of these, 447 respondents
reported that they were entrepreneurs as previ-
ously defined; 15 responses were removed because
of missing data higher than 20% of the total re-
sponse (Hair et al., 2014). Of the 432 remaining re-
spondents, 289 had no experience of business fail-
ure, while 143 (33%) entrepreneurs reported having
closed a business due to insolvency/financial rea-
sons (business failure). Themale failure rate is 35%
(130/369) and the female failure rate is 21% (13/63).
The subsample of 143 entrepreneurs with experi-
ence of business failure is used to test the hypothe-
ses constituting the theoretical framework set out
within this study.

Measures
Negative emotional response

The HGRC is a reflective measure that consists of
61 items across six dimensions of despair, panic
behaviour, blame and anger, detachment, disorga-
nization and personal growth (Hogan, Greenfield
and Schmidt, 2001). With prior empirical verifica-
tion of the scales, aligned with the approach fol-
lowed by Shepherd, Patzelt and Wolf et al. (2011),
the HGRC was chosen as the preferred scale to
measure negative emotions from failure within this
study due to its prior use in learning from project
failure. Hogan and Schmidt (2002) suggest that the
two dimensions of panic behaviour and blame and
anger are only relevant and present in response to
sudden death due to homicide or accident. Since
there is no theoretical evidence to support the clo-
sure of a business being linked to homicide or the
sudden death of a child, and in line with Shepherd,
Patzelt and Wolf et al. (2011), the modified ver-
sion of the HGRC was adopted as the measure
of NER, consisting of a 27-item reflective scale
with submeasures of despair, detachment and dis-
organization. This measure also has the benefit of
being parsimonious with the measure of personal
growth.

To ensure the measures were suitable for our
context, we tested the questions with an expert
panel before distribution for a pilot study. As a
result, two items were altered from the original

© 2023 The Authors. British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British
Academy of Management.
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From Negative Emotions to Personal Growth 9

questions: ‘I have difficulty accepting the perma-
nence of death’ became ‘I have difficulty accepting
the permanence of the business closure’; ‘I believe
I should have died and he or she should have lived’
became ‘I wish I’d never started the business’. The
item ‘I feel like I want to die’ was removed.

Personal growth

The eight-item scale of personal growth within the
HGRC was adopted as the measure for opera-
tionalization within our study (Hogan, Greenfield
and Schmidt, 2001; Hogan and Schmidt, 2002)
due to the alignment with the conceptual defini-
tion of growth in tolerance, personal strength and
new possibilities associated with post-traumatic
growth and entrepreneurial failure. Using this
measure provides theoretical consistency (Durand
and Vaara, 2009).

As with the NER scale, the survey instrument
asked participants to ‘Select the option that best
describes the way you have been feeling since
the most recent business closure’. Responses were
recorded on a Likert scale from 1 (Does not de-
scribe me at all) to 5 (Describes me very well).

The extent of business failure experience

We draw upon Politis and Gabrielsson (2009) and
Khelil (2016) to operationalize the nuanced nature
of failure experience, in capturing both the extent
of experience of different reasons for closure (Fang
He et al., 2018), as well as the magnitude of loss
(Lin and Wang, 2018; Liu et al., 2019).

The survey instrument utilized the validated
measure of Politis andGabrielsson (2009). As with
NER, we tested the questions with an expert panel
before distribution for a pilot study, resulting in
the removal of three items deemed applicable to
‘closure’ but not ‘failure’. Subsequently, partici-
pants were asked to ‘Rate the extent to which you
have experience of closing down a business with
respect to the following reasons: The business per-
formed under expectations; Problems making the
business profitable; Difficulties in acquiring nec-
essary resources; Bankruptcy due to insolvency;
To prevent further economic losses’. In doing so,
themeasure accounts for the perceived importance
and extent of experience of closed businesses that
are anticipated to result in NERs (Jenkins, Wik-
lund and Brundin, 2014). Subsequently, follow-
ing exploratory factor analysis (EFA), ‘difficulties

in acquiring necessary resources’ and ‘bankruptcy
due to insolvency’ were removed due to low factor
loadings.
To operationalize the measure of magnitude of

loss, participants were asked to rate the extent of
their financial loss to creditors, financial loss to in-
vestors and personal financial loss.
In combining the extent of financial loss, and

the extent of closure experience, this study cap-
tures a more encompassing measure of business
failure experience and accounts for the accumu-
lated effects of business failure (Shepherd, Haynie
and Patzelt, 2013).

Control variables

We control for general human and social capital
as well as entrepreneurship-specific human cap-
ital through several operationalized variables, in
line with prior studies (Fang He et al., 2018; Jenk-
ins,Wiklund andBrundin, 2014; Shepherd, Patzelt
and Wolf, et al., 2011; Ucbasaran et al., 2010):
age in years; gender (male = 1, female = 0); how
many businesses they currently own; the number
of prior failures; age of the firm; time in role; and
level of education. It has been shown that neg-
ative emotions may be related to an individual’s
commitment (Shepherd, 2003; Shepherd, Patzelt
and Wolf, et al., 2011), and therefore respondents
were asked how many hours per week they spent
working on the business to control for work effort
(Parker, 2006).
Time since failure was constructed, in line with

Shepherd, Patzelt and Wolf et al. (2011), as a nu-
merical calculation following respondents’ answers
to the question ‘On what date did the most recent
business closure occur?’
Prior studies have also shown that psychologi-

cal traits may support overcoming entrepreneurial
failure (Fang He et al., 2018; Hsu, Wiklund and
Cotton, 2017). Entrepreneurial self-efficacy (ESE)
has been shown to influence an entrepreneur’s abil-
ity to recover from failure (Zhao and Wibowo,
2021). We control for ESE following Baron et al.
(2016) and apply McGee et al. (2009)’s scale of
ESE relating to searching, planning, marshalling,
implementing people and implementing financial
resources. Similarly, the comparative optimism of
an entrepreneur may impact growth, and we con-
trol for this following Ucbasaran et al. (2010). Fi-
nally, attitude towards failure can affect the way
an entrepreneur deals with and learns from failure,

© 2023 The Authors. British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British
Academy of Management.

 14678551, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/1467-8551.12785 by T

est, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [29/01/2024]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



10 Shore et al.

andwe follow Politis andGabrielsson (2009) in op-
erationalizing this control variable.

Data analysis and results
Data validation

To assess non-response bias, an independent-
samples t-test was used to compare the means of
two groups of early and late responses. The results
demonstrate that there is no evidence of late/non-
response bias in the data (Armstrong and Over-
ton, 1977; Podsakoff et al., 2003). To combat com-
mon source error, ‘temporal, proximal, or psycho-
logical separation between themeasurement of the
predictor and criterion variables’ (Podsakoff et al.,
2003) was utilized to create a separation of mea-
surement. The use of relatively long scales was
expected to reduce the scale anchor effect by re-
ducing the possibility that responses to previous
items on the questionnaire will influence responses
to current items. Participants were asked to reflect
on an event in their past to assess their current
thoughts and feelings. As such, participants were
not required to recall details of the past event, only
to consider the association of current response
to the event, thus minimizing recall bias (Has-
san, 2005). Finally, acquiescence bias was reduced
through the avoidance of bipolar numerical scale
values (see Tourangeau et al., 2000).

The process of EFA and confirmatory fac-
tor analysis (CFA) has demonstrated that multi-
ple dimensions exist across each of the variables
and that loading all items onto a single factor
did not account for high levels of variance. Har-
man’s single-factor test was carried out to detect
common method bias (Aguirre-Urreta and Hu,
2019). The resulting data, presented in Appendix
2, shows that the first component accounted
for 19.5% of the variance, well below the 50%
threshold.

The utilization of a partial correlation proce-
dure (see Podsakoff et al., 2003), to control for
optimism and attitude towards failure as a surro-
gate for method variance, demonstrated that the
correlation coefficients of the main constructs did
not alter in significance. This suggests that posi-
tive and negative affectivity biases are not present
in the data. The data demonstrates an increase in
R2 values for key relationships (see Appendix 2), in
particular that of NER and personal growth, pro-
viding further evidence that common method bias

has been effectively managed at the design stage of
the study.

The procedures taken to minimize and test for
common method biases provide some confidence
that the inferences drawn out of the analysis can
be relied upon. Tests such as the partial correlation
procedure and Harman’s single-factor test cannot
unequivocally rule out such biases, however, and
therefore our results should be interpreted with
caution.

Time since failure was skewed and hence trans-
formed using a square-root approach (e.g. Aki-
nola, Martin and Phillips, 2018). The transforma-
tion reduced skewness to an acceptable value of
0.311 (Hair et al., 2014).

Measurement model

We adopted EFA and CFA to assess the validity
and reliability of the measurement model associ-
atedwith the reflective scales of NERand personal
growth. EFA was carried out within SPSS in two
steps. Table 1 shows the results by reporting the
factor loadings of the items.

The remaining items after the two-step EFA
both satisfy convergent validity (factor loading
higher than 0.50) and discriminant validity (cross-
loading lower than 0.40). Table 1 reports the re-
sults of the CFA in terms of factor loadings of
the observed items and first-order constructs, con-
struct reliability of the first and second-order con-
structs, the fit indexes for each latent variable and
the overall measurement model for NER and per-
sonal growth. Table 2 reports the correlation ma-
trix and shows that the square root of the average
variance extracted (AVE) is always larger than the
bivariate correlations among the variables of inter-
est for this study, suggesting discriminant validity.

Results

The results of a multiple regression analysis
do not confirm that an increased extent of
failure experience results in increased NER (H1
is not supported). This, in turn, means that H3a
is not supported as there can be no mediation
present. The results do confirm H2, that NER has
a positive influence on personal growth, with an
increased R2 value of 0.192 and a significant F-
value of 2.341 (see Table 3). The results also show a
significant negative moderation effect of the extent

© 2023 The Authors. British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British
Academy of Management.
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From Negative Emotions to Personal Growth 11

Table 1. Exploratory factor analysis

Factor loading (EFA) Factor loading (CFA) t-Value

NER χ2 = 57.900, df = 32, RMSEA = 0.0707, CFI = 0.943, construct reliability = 0.70

DESPAIR loading on second order factor = 0.54, construct reliability = 0.72

I ache with loneliness 0.56 0.56 –
I agonize over the loss of the business 0.74 0.75 5.18
I frequently cry 0.71 –
I feel like I am in shock 0.76 0.73 5.20
I feel hopeless 0.50 –

DISORGANIZATION loading on second order factor = 0.61, construct reliability = 0.78

I forget things easily (e.g. names, phone numbers) 0.64 0.64 –
I have difficulty remembering things from the past 0.77 0.82 6.88
I have difficulty concentrating 0.59 –
I have difficulty learning new things 0.53 0.52 5.14
I have difficulty remembering new information 0.71 0.74 6.60

DETACHMENT loading on second order factor = 0.81, construct reliability = 0.73

I feel unable to cope 0.65 –
I avoid tenderness 0.57 0.66 –
I am afraid that I will lose control 0.62 0.64 5.61
I feel detached from others 0.80 0.75 5.83

EXTENT OF FAILURE χ2 = 11.144, df = 8, RMSEA = 0.0516, CFI = 0.984, construct reliability = 0.60

REASON FOR FAILURE loading on second order factor = 0.70, construct reliability = 0.79

Problems with making the business profitable 0.78 0.87 –
The business performed under expectations 0.63 0.58 6.78
To prevent further economic losses 0.78 0.77 9.07

FINANCIAL LOSS loading on second order factor = 0.61, construct reliability = 0.74

Financial loss to creditors 0.67 0.54 –
Financial loss to investors 0.69 0.76 5.38
Personal financial loss 0.62 0.77 5.47

PERSONAL GROWTH χ2 = 17.504, df = 9, RMSEA = 0.0750, CFI = 0.977, construct reliability = 0.82

I have learned better to cope with life 0.61 0.57 –
I have a better outlook on life 0.60 –
I have more compassion for others 0.70 0.71 9.08
I am stronger because of the grief I have experienced 0.56 –
I am a more forgiving person 0.75 0.76 9.96
I am more tolerant of myself 0.53 0.56 6.42
I am more tolerant of others 0.74 0.76 10.01
I care more deeply for others 0.56 0.56 6.60

Overall CFA: χ2 = 45.873, df = 41, RMSEA = 0.0364, CFI = 0.989.

of failure on the NER to personal growth relation,
confirming H3b, with the R2 and F-values increas-
ing further still to 0.263 and 2.995, respectively.
Whilst time since failure does not impactNER, age
does demonstrate some influence, suggesting that
older entrepreneurs in general show lower levels of
NER.

Analysis of the data presented in Table 3 demon-
strates that when included as an interaction effect,

the combination of failure experience and NER
has a significant negative effect on the personal
growth of the individual. This indicates that high
levels of failure experience suppress the level of
personal growth leading from NER. The condi-
tional effect of NERonpersonal growth at varying
levels of failure experience is presented in Figure 3.
Further analysis of the results using the PRO-

CESS macro available within SPSS (Hayes, 2013),

© 2023 The Authors. British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British
Academy of Management.

 14678551, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/1467-8551.12785 by T

est, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [29/01/2024]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



12 Shore et al.

T
ab
le
2.

C
or
re
la
ti
on

m
at
ri
x

P
ai
rw

is
e
co
rr
el
at
io
ns

V
ar
ia
bl
es

1
2

3
4

5
6

7
8

9
10

11
12

13
14

1.
N
E
R

0.
66
3

2.
P
er
so
na

lg
ro
w
th

0.
21

3 *
*

0.
66
0

3.
E
xt
en
t
of

fa
ilu

re
0.
07

7
0.
09

2
4.

N
um

be
r
of

bu
si
ne
ss
es

−0
.0
29

−0
.2
26

**
0.
15

4
5.

N
um

be
r
of

cl
os
ur
es

−0
.0
12

−0
.0
15

0.
18

8 *
0.
13

8
6.

E
du

ca
ti
on

−0
.0
65

0.
07

9
0.
14

5
0.
06

9
0.
01

6
7.

G
en
de
r

0.
00

2
−0

.1
09

−0
.1
43

−0
.1
18

−0
.0
76

0.
03

5
8.

T
im

e
in

ro
le

−0
.0
04

0.
18

8 *
−0

.0
77

−0
.2
32

**
−0

.0
70

0.
11

6
0.
09

0
9.

T
im

e
si
nc
e
fa
ilu

re
0.
01

9
0.
15

7 *
−0

.2
04

*
0.
01

8
−0

.0
36

−0
.0
75

0.
09

1
0.
04

6
10

.A
tt
it
ud

e
to

fa
ilu

re
−0

.0
82

0.
07

3
0.
00

7
0.
00

4
0.
15

6 *
−0

.0
42

−0
.0
04

0.
02

3
0.
02

5
11

.O
pt
im

is
m

0.
05

0
−0

.0
24

−0
.2
29

*
−0

.0
11

−0
.0
05

−0
.0
60

0.
02

6
−0

.0
09

0.
08

3
−0

.0
25

12
.H

ou
rs

−0
.0
37

−0
.0
82

−0
.1
10

0.
23

1 *
*

0.
01
7

−0
.0
59

−0
.0
21

−0
.1
45

−0
.0
40

0.
11

9
−0

.0
82

13
.A

ge
of

fir
m

0.
06

9
0.
00

5
0.
07

9
0.
12

9
−0

.1
79

*
−0

.0
38

−0
.1
22

−0
.0
10

0.
14

5
−0

.2
32

*
−0

.0
55

−0
.0
36

14
.A

ge
−0

.1
43

−0
.0
50

−0
.0
92

0.
15

1
0.
11

9
0.
00

0
−0

.0
38

−0
.1
50

0.
38

3 *
*

−0
.0
38

0.
09

7
−0

.0
49

0.
33

4 *
*

15
.E

SE
−0

.1
05

0.
02

0
−0

.0
69

0.
14

4
0.
03

2
−0

.0
81

0.
07

6
−0

.0
64

0.
07

9
0.
11

1
−0

.0
90

0.
10

7
0.
01

5
0.
08

9

**
C
or
re
la
ti
on

si
gn

ifi
ca
nt

at
th
e
0.
01

le
ve
l(
tw

o-
ta
ile
d)
.

*
C
or
re
la
ti
on

si
gn

ifi
ca
nt

at
th
e
0.
05

le
ve
l(
tw

o-
ta
ile
d)
.

E
nt
ri
es

in
it
al
ic
s
re
pr
es
en
t
th
e
sq
ua

re
ro
ot

of
th
e
A
V
E
.

© 2023 The Authors. British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British
Academy of Management.

 14678551, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/1467-8551.12785 by T

est, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [29/01/2024]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



From Negative Emotions to Personal Growth 13

Table 3. Regression analyses

Variable

Model 0:
Dependent variable =

personal growth

H1:
Dependent variable =

NER

H2:
Dependent variable =

personal growth

H3b:
Dependent variable =

personal growth

Control variables
Number of closures 0.011 −0.011 0.009 −0.034
Number of businesses −0.227* −0.014 −0.228** −0.233**
Education 0.110 −0.075 0.123 0.106
Gender −0.173* 0.024 −0.175* −0.155*
Time in role 0.114 −0.029 0.123 0.168*
Time since failure 0.207* 0.109 0.188* 0.196*
Attitude to failure 0.058 −0.061 0.079 0.069
Optimism −0.014 0.088 −0.026 0.012
Hours −0.023 −0.003 −0.016 −0.026
Age of firm 0.034 0.098 0.007 −0.002
Age −0.101 −0.207* −0.051 −0.047
ESE 0.067 −0.077 0.087 0.120
Hypothesized relations
NER 0.220** 0.265**
Extent of failure 0.154 0.149
NER × Extent of failure −0.232**
R2 0.147 0.082 0.192 0.263
F 1.847* 0.881 2.341** 2.995**

N = 142. Standardized regression coefficients.
*p < 0.05.
**p < 0.01.

Figure 3. Moderation effect of extent of business failure on personal growth from NER [Colour figure can be viewed at wileyonlineli-
brary.com]

presented in Table 4, shows that NER leads to per-
sonal growth only for 59% of the values of fail-
ure. Beyond this, there is no personal growth, then
even a negative effect for very high values. This
provides evidence to support the suggestion that
accumulated failure and NERs can interfere with

the grieving process leading to personal growth
(Shepherd, 2019; Shepherd, Haynie and Patzelt,
2013). In addition, this finding provides evidence
to explain the contradictory findings of previous
studies, whereby NER can act both as a trigger
for the development of personal growth and as a

© 2023 The Authors. British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British
Academy of Management.
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14 Shore et al.

Table 4. Moderator values defining Johnson–Neyman significance
regions

Value % Below % Above

0.3505 59.8592 40.1408
2.0525 97.8873 2.1127

hindrance to personal growth if the NER becomes
too high.

The analysis within this section resulted in the
confirmation of H2 and H3b. H1 was not con-
firmed, rejecting the notion that an increased ex-
tent of business failure results in increased levels
of NER. As a result, H3a is also rejected on the
basis that the mediating path does not exist with-
out H1. In addition, analysis of the data provides
evidence to suggest that there is no significant dif-
ference in the outcome of either NER or personal
growth with respect to the time since failure.

Discussion

Entrepreneurial failure has been shown to be
an antecedent to grief (Jenkins, Wiklund and
Brundin, 2014; Shepherd, 2003), with studies in-
vestigating the link between NER and business
failure. The implications of such a response to fail-
ure have been theorized to impact the personal
growth of an individual (Cope, 2011; Shepherd
and Patzelt, 2017), with multiple losses and ac-
cumulated grief (Shepherd, Haynie and Patzelt,
2013) expected to have long-term negative ef-
fects (Shepherd, 2019). Our study sought to apply
the theory of grief to personal growth as a lens
through which to understand the implications of
different levels of failure experience on the per-
sonal growth of an individual, even beyond re-
entry into entrepreneurship.

Our results suggest that at low levels of fail-
ure experience, personal growth increases with the
level of NER. In other words, it might be said
that some emotional pain is required to promote
personal growth (Politis and Gabrielsson, 2009).
At high levels of experience though – situations
where the failure has been catastrophic, resulting
in high financial loss, or perhaps multiple fail-
ures have been experienced – the relationship be-
tween NER and personal growth becomes nega-
tive (Shepherd, Patzelt andWolf, et al., 2011), sug-
gesting that entrepreneurs with high levels of fail-

ure experience will be more negatively impacted by
NER than those with low levels of failure experi-
ence. For well-being, these results imply thatNERs
experienced during significant failures (such as in-
solvency) are pronounced enough to impact phys-
ical and mental health. Failure has clear psycho-
logical consequences that could be acknowledged
more openly and managed more effectively by rel-
evant support services.

Analysis of the conditional effect of experience
on personal growth, accounting for NER, demon-
strates that higher NER generally leads to more
personal growth. Over time, many entrepreneurs
can move on from their grief, especially with
low to medium levels of failure experience. When
NER levels increase, however, and/or failure expe-
rience increases, through either accumulated losses
and/or accumulated NER, the ability to ‘trans-
form’, and perhaps learn from the experience, is
suppressed, thus hindering personal growth. For
well-being, this finding suggests that the impact of
high entrepreneurial failure rates (e.g. during the
COVID-19 pandemic) has notable implications for
society in general. These individuals simultane-
ously experience high levels of negative emotions
and these emotions get in the way of their abil-
ity to grow, which impacts their capacity to bring
forward their experience and apply it to new ven-
tures. High failure rates imply both a greater psy-
chological toll and a larger number of future en-
trepreneurs who have not fully adjusted following
their prior failures.

Our results demonstrate that an increased ex-
tent of business failure acts as a moderator of the
relationship between NER and personal growth.
There appears to be no statistical relationship be-
tween the extent of business failure and how this
might impact the level of (accumulated) NER
(Cope, 2011; Shepherd, Haynie and Patzelt, 2013).
In addition, our results suggest that NER does
not necessarily reduce over time and that en-
trepreneurs still demonstrate NER and symptoms
of grief 20 or more years after the failure event.
The existence of grief symptoms after such long
periods also indicates the value gained from coun-
selling and other mental health services for en-
trepreneurs experiencing grief during, or soon af-
ter, entrepreneurial failures.

Our results support the concept that grief is not
something to be recovered from, but rather it is a
transformative experience (Tedeschi and Calhoun,
2008), which may lead to several possible future

© 2023 The Authors. British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British
Academy of Management.
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trajectories (Corner, Singh and Pavlovich, 2017).
The personal growth items refer to changes the en-
trepreneur has experienced since the loss of the
business and include phrases like ‘more tolerant’
and ‘stronger because of the loss’. Further, our
results show that entrepreneurs may re-enter en-
trepreneurship activity, whilst harbouring high lev-
els of NER and having not achieved such per-
sonal growth, suggesting that they have not suc-
cessfully transitioned through a grieving process,
which has implications for their well-being and the
future success of their new venture.

Implications for theory

Our study presents a nuanced examination of the
emotional consequences of entrepreneurial fail-
ure, the potential for personal growth and the
moderating effects of the extent of business fail-
ure, contributing to a richer understanding of the
complex dynamics at play in the aftermath of en-
trepreneurial failure.

Our study extends the understanding of en-
trepreneurial failure and applies the theory of grief
to personal growth within this context. We em-
pirically demonstrate the negative impact that in-
creased levels of failure experience can have on
personal growth stemming from NER (Corner,
Singh and Pavlovich, 2017; Shepherd, 2019). Ad-
ditionally, our findings offer evidence that the ex-
tent of entrepreneurial failure modifies the re-
lationship between NER and personal growth,
creating a scenario where individuals who have
re-entered entrepreneurship continue to exhibit
high levels of NER without exhibiting expected
transformations from the grieving process (Hogan
and Schmidt, 2002; Shepherd and Williams,
2018).

We also make a theoretical contribution by re-
vealing that NER does not scale proportionally
with the extent of failure experienced, countering
the presumption that the size or number of fail-
ures necessarily leads to an increased level of NER
(Shepherd, Haynie and Patzelt, 2013). Our re-
sults suggest, however, that personal growth from
NER is indeed conditional on the extent of fail-
ure experience, with an increased extent of failure
possibly obstructing the entrepreneur’s develop-
ment from the failure event(s). This possibly hin-
ders the reflection process and the examination of
critical information, particularly under high levels
of NER.

This study also supports the idea that grief
is not a state from which entrepreneurs simply
recover and return to their previous state, aligning
with Tedeschi and Calhoun’s (2008) view of grief
as a transformative process leading to changed be-
haviours indicative of personal growth. Our results
emphasize the role of long-lasting grief symp-
toms and their implications for entrepreneurs’
well-being and their future entrepreneurial
activities.
Further, we advance the grief literature by ap-

plying validated constructs of NER and per-
sonal growth within the entrepreneurial failure
domain. Our data from 142 failed entrepreneurs
revealed three significant dimensions, consistent
with Hogan and Schmidt’s (2002) findings. Par-
ticipants who had experienced failure demon-
strated despair, detachment and disorganization –
each negatively correlated with personal growth,
demonstrating divergent validity and lending fur-
ther support to the grief to personal growth pro-
cess model for entrepreneurial failure.

Implications for practice

This study has demonstrated that entrepreneurial
failure can result in long-term NER beyond re-
entry, which, combined with high levels of fail-
ure experience, can negatively impact the personal
growth of an individual. Educators and trainers
should do more to build resilience and awareness
of the impact that high levels of NER may have
on the ability of the entrepreneur to effectively
grieve and subsequently learn from failure expe-
rience. Furthermore, post-failure support groups
would aid in the reduction of the effect of NER
in the initial aftermath of failure (Cope, 2011;
Gao et al., 2020), assisting well-being and pro-
moting personal growth and learning (Stephan
et al., 2022). Further still, by integrating failed en-
trepreneurs with current or nascent entrepreneurs,
the opportunity to learn vicariously, through the
experiences of others, offers greater opportuni-
ties for future entrepreneurs to avoid making sim-
ilar mistakes. We also recommend that failure and
grief become embedded into the current provi-
sion of curricula and training, to increase aware-
ness and perhaps reduce the fear of failure and
associated stigma (Cope, Cave and Eccles, 2004;
Shepherd and Haynie, 2011; Singh, Corner and
Pavlovich, 2015;Wyrwich, Stuetzer and Sternberg,
2016).

© 2023 The Authors. British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British
Academy of Management.
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Limitations and future research

Data was sourced from a UK context, where laws
and company legal structures are specific. Simi-
larly, cultural aspects surrounding insolvency are
likely to be perceived differently in other con-
texts, and this could have an impact on the over-
all results. Only limited companies were targeted
within the scope of the study, and this may have
an impact on the considerations of financial loss
to the individual since the company and the indi-
vidual are separate legal entities. A study of sole
traders and partnerships may elicit different re-
sults due to the necessity for personal bankruptcy
during insolvency (Companies House, 2016). Our
research also examines individual grief recovery.
Further study could examine the impact of hetero-
geneity of the social consequences of failure and
grief, for example, in the context of family busi-
nesses (Stephan, 2018; Wach et al., 2021), since it
is possible that there is stronger socio-emotional
wealth within the business, differing goal systems
and governance structures (Molly et al., 2019).
As such, future research on business failure, emo-
tional response and re-entrymight consider a com-
parative study of family firms and non-family
firms. This comparative approach is warranted
not only due to the different nature of their goal
systems, but also because of the distinct gover-
nance structures found in family businesses, en-
compassing aspects such as ownership, manage-
ment and decision-making processes (Worek et al.,
2018).

Further research in this area might also focus on
the gender divide in failure rates, which could add
further information to the discussion on re-entry
into entrepreneurial ecosystems (Simmons et al.,
2018). Furthermore, in considering how best to
support entrepreneurs post-failure, future research
may wish to consider alternative trajectories (Cor-
ner, Singh and Pavlovich, 2017) and how such tra-
jectories may impact personal growth and thus af-
fect future performance following entrepreneurial
re-entry. Given the goal-orientated nature of en-
trepreneurship, it would be interesting to see stud-
ies that examine these trajectories as they relate
to the individual’s goal system (Uy, Sun and Foo,
2017).

Further research into personal growth would
benefit from a longitudinal study of post-
entrepreneurial failure trajectories (Corner, Singh
and Pavlovich, 2017). Doing so would allow a

deeper understanding of how time might affect
the process of grieving with respect to business
failure. Researchers may wish to consider an inter-
vention study of post-failure entrepreneurs, thus
providing further insight into how entrepreneurs
learn to cope with grief, through such mecha-
nisms as reflection, social support and counselling
(Stroebe and Schut, 2010) and the impact this
may have on the level and rate of personal growth
(Bryde, 2005; Cope, 2011).

Our operationalized measure of the extent of
failure experience makes some improvement to
that of Politis and Gabrielsson (2009), yet no
weightings of importance are given to any one area
of loss, or reason for failure. As such, future re-
search may wish to consider the relative impor-
tance of each of these factors.

Finally, future research could investigate the
intricate dynamics of the three-way interaction
among failure experience,NERand time since fail-
ure, drawing inspiration from the event system the-
ory (Morgeson, Mitchell and Liu, 2015). This the-
ory posits that individuals’ emotional-cognitive re-
actions to events can evolve as time passes. Investi-
gating the applicability of this concept to business
failure, which is inherently influenced by temporal
factors like time since failure, holds promise for in-
sightful discoveries.

Conclusion

This paper has demonstrated a strong link between
negative emotional response (NER) and personal
growth in entrepreneurs with experience of busi-
ness failure. Contrary to prior conceptions, no di-
rect link between the extent of business failure and
the level of NER was found. It has been shown,
however, that although high levels of NER and
low extents of failure experience can lead to high
personal growth, high levels of NER combined
with high levels of failure experience can reduce
the levels of personal growth of an individual.
This result demonstrates the negative impact of
repeated failures, accrued losses and accumulated
grief. Consequently, it is recommended that future
research considers how the transformative process
of grief may be assisted post-business failure, for
the entrepreneur to be better prepared for future
entrepreneurial activity and improved personal
well-being.

© 2023 The Authors. British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British
Academy of Management.
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