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A B S T R A C T 

Objective: In Poland entrepreneurship is often perceived as an extremely risky pro-

cess and entrepreneurs are often portrayed in a negative light. The research goals of 

our exploratory study is to identify the entrepreneurship metaphors among Polish 

management students. 

Research Design & Methods: Authors decided to run both qualitative and quantita-

tive research. In the first part we addressed 124 management students on three levels 

BA, MA and MBA. The respondents were asked to give their metaphorical expressions 

on paper. The next step was to prepare a questionnaire based on 7 point Likert scale. 

This questionnaire was run among BA management student group composed of 82 

students. 

Findings: Our results suggest that there are several major entrepreneurial narratives 

evident among all three groups including creativity and innovation, competition, war, 

journey, risk, adventure and exploitation. 

Implications & Recommendations: The empirical findings serve as a starting point for 

further in-depth research on entrepreneurship metaphors. It is recommended that in 

order to gain a complete picture of the issues underlying the results, both qualitative 

and quantitative research on a bigger sample should be undertaken. 

Contribution & Value Added: The originality of this work lies in studying some aspects 

of entrepreneurship metaphors among non-entrepreneurs in Poland. With regards to 

the research limitation, it must be highlighted that it was a pilot study and the results 

cannot be generalized. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Entrepreneurship, has always been at the heart of economy’s dynamics. Entrepreneur-

ship continues to gain momentum as a significant and relevant research field. Policy 

makers in the rush to stimulate entrepreneurship in various countries, CEOs and compa-

ny owners are looking for entrepreneurial employees (Chmielecki, 2013). Focus on en-

trepreneurship has been spurred by enormous popularity of start-up firms in high tech-

nology industries, the expansion of venture capital financing, successes of regional clus-

ters, notably Silicon Valley and possibilities of crowdfunding. Some management scholars 

and social scientists interested in entrepreneurship focused their attention on studying 

metaphors of entrepreneurship. Unfortunately not much on this subject have been writ-

ten in Polish context. As culture influences entrepreneurship, different nations have their 

own concepts of entrepreneurs and entrepreneurship. 

The objective of this article is to is to identify the existing entrepreneurship meta-

phors among Polish management students, and this is an exploratory study at the very 

initial stage. 

The article is divided into three main parts. At first literature is discussed, and the 

special attention was paid to metaphors in economic discourse. The second part briefly 

presents the methodological assumptions and the survey design. Finally, the articles 

elaborates on the survey results conducted among Polish students. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Defining Entrepreneurship 

Entrepreneurship has always been a dominant force in economy. It changes the way we 

work, the way we communicate, the way we live. It generates Innovation, improves the 

quality of goods and services. Since the early 1980s, entrepreneurship has emerged as 

a topic of growing interest among social scientists and numerous management scholars 

(Cooper, 2003). Literature on entrepreneurs and entrepreneurship has stemmed from 

three main sources (Deakins, 1999): 

1. economic authors who stress the role of the entrepreneur in economic develop-

ment; 

2. social and business authors who stress the influence of the social and business envi-

ronment on entrepreneurship; 

3. psychologists who focus on the personality traits of entrepreneurs. 

A bit more detailed typology of entrepreneurship was proposed by Wach (2015), 

who tried to combine both economics and business studies, which resulted in distin-

guishing four primary and three secondary functions of entrepreneurship (Figure 1). 

What is more, entrepreneurship is one of the most studied topics in economics and 

business research (Table 1). Concepts of entrepreneurship have been changing overtime. 
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Table 1. Definitions and variables that describe entrepreneurship 

Author The concept of entrepreneurship Variables describing entrepreneurship 

Schumpeter  

(1934)  

Recognising opportunities for implementation of 

ventures that are profitable and risk-taking to imple-

ment them. 

1. The tendency to operate in conditions of 

uncertainty 

2. Exploration and exploitation of market oppor-

tunities 

Churchill  

(1983) 

 

The process of discovery and development of capabil-

ities to create new value through innovation, acquisi-

tion of necessary resources and managing the pro-

cess of value creation. 

1. Technological and organizational innovation 

2. Exploration and exploitation of market oppor-

tunities 

Timmons  

(1990) 

 

The process of creating or identifying opportunities 

and using them despite of their current resources 

(...). It is an creative act of an entrepreneur who finds 

in him and devotes enough energy to initiate and 

build a company or organization, rather than just 

observe, analyse and describe it. 

1. The tendency to operate in conditions of 

uncertainty 

2. Exploration and exploitation of market 

opportunities 

3. Entrepreneurial personality of a manager 

Hisrich 

& Peters 

(1992) 

The process of creating something different, because 

of its value in the framework of which necessary time 

and effort is devoted to achieve this goal, assuming 

the accompanying financial, psychological and social 

risk, and expecting obtaining financial rewards and 

personal satisfaction. 

1. Technological and organizational innovation  

2. The tendency to operate in conditions of 

uncertainty 

3. Exploration and exploitation of market 

opportunities 

4. Entrepreneurial personality of a manager 

Frey  

(1993) 

Starting a venture and (or) its growth, which occurs 

through the use of innovation, by management 

assuming the risk. 

1. Technological and organizational innovation 

2. The tendency to operate in conditions of 

uncertainty 

Piasecki  

(1998)  

Entrepreneurship is the process: 

- which includes the action taken for the analysis of 

opportunities of start and development (or just 

development) of the venture, its financing and the 

possibility of meeting the effects of such action; 

- which can take many different forms and shapes, 

including initiation of a venture, creativity and inno-

vation in developing new products or services, 

managing an existing venture in such a way that it 

develops quickly and continuously, seeking financial 

and material supply sources for potentially growing 

number of ventures, accepting risk in the develop-

ment of new or expansion of existing ventures 

(these elements are the part of the entrepreneurial 

process, although not all of them must participate 

in each activity). 

1. Technological and organizational innovation 

2. The tendency to operate in conditions of 

uncertainty 

3.  Market and intraorganizational flexibility 

4. Exploration and exploitation of market 

opportunities 

5. Entrepreneurial personality of a manager 

Kraśnicka  

(2001)  

Entrepreneurship is an activity that stands out by: 

activity and dynamism, innovation, looking for 

changes and reacting to them, perceiving opportuni-

ties and their use, regardless of the resources (at the 

moment), willingness to take risks, which main 

motive is to multiply the capital. 

1. The tendency to operate in conditions of 

uncertainty 

2. Technological and organizational innovation 

3. Market and intraorganizational flexibility 

4. Exploration and exploitation of market 

opportunities 

Sudoł  

(2008) 

Feature (way of behaving) of entrepreneurs and 

companies, that means the willingness and ability to 

undertake and solve creative and innovative new 

problems, while taking into consideration its risks, 

the ability to use the available opportunities and 

flexibility to adapt to changing conditions 

1. Technological and organizational innovation 

2. Market and intraorganizational flexibility 

3. Exploration and exploitation of market 

opportunities 

4. Entrepreneurial personality of a manager 

Source: own compilation based on the cited references. 
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As Sułkowski (2012) noticed “in many of the listed definitions, the following variables 

describe entrepreneurship as: 

1. a process of innovative and creative markets activities or organizational changes 

(technological and organizational innovation); 

2. taking risks in business or tolerance of uncertainty aiming at the development of the 

venture (the tendency to act under uncertainty); 

3. flexibility in relation to strategy and market activities and the willingness to change 

and intraorganizational flexibility (market and organizational flexibility); 

4. exploration and exploitation of opportunities inherent in the environment of the 

organization and the unique competitive advantages of having support in the organi-

zational resources (exploration opportunities); 

5. a set of entrepreneurial characteristics such as innovation, creativity, willingness to 

take risks, and orientation to change (the entrepreneurial personality). 

Summarizing the above definitions we can agree that entrepreneurship is the trans-

formation of an innovation into an enterprise generating value. 

 

Figure 1. Basic functions of entrepreneurship in economics and business studies 

Source: Wach (2015, p. 14). 

Metaphors in Economic Discourse 

Metaphors have been an important object of interest along centuries. It has been the 

focus of various studies, research, analysis and theory, starting from Aristotle and going 

on till now. Contrary to standard thought, metaphors pervade our thinking and concep-

tualization rather than serving a poetic and rhetorical device. In the field of communica-

tion and to be more precise, linguistics, it has been accepted that our thoughts and cog-

nitive processes are highly metaphorical i.e. metaphors constitute and construct human 

thoughts (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980; 2003) . Deignan (2005, p. 18) believes that language is 

hardly metaphor-free suggesting that people think in metaphors and become familiar 

with new domains due to metaphorical thinking (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980; Gentner 
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& Jeziorski, 1993), since analogical reasoning leads to new insights in either a new or 

familiar concepts (Schön, 1993; Walsh, 1995). 

Metaphor is common in economic discourse (McCloskey, 1995). Many terms in eco-

nomics such as inflation, depression or expansion, are metaphorical in their very own 

nature. However, it was 1982, when W. Henderson opened the discussion of metaphor 

in economics, emphasizing the scarcity of analyses of metaphor in economics, in spite of 

the wide and deliberate use of metaphor in economic texts. Finally, the 1980s brought 

the emergence of metaphors from the closet. Lakoff and Johnson (1980) were the pio-

neers in this field. They demonstrated the pervasiveness of metaphorical reasoning. 

According to them, metaphors were necessary for humankind’s understanding. In the 

twenty-five years since the Peters and Waterman’s triumph, the use of metaphors 

gained strength. Every imaginable academic discipline started using metaphors (Knowles 

& Moon, 2006). This was more so in the business and management fields. 

This “metaphoromania” of the last three decades resulted in a lot of research, which 

deals with the following processes: identification, comparison and juxtaposition, and the 

two dimensions of metaphor, i.e. the instrument of thinking used to shape a certain 

discipline and, paradoxically, the outcome of the light shed upon the metaphorical pro-

cess itself. Thus, metaphor is considered both a tool of forming various sciences and 

a result of the way in which these sciences developed (Vasiloaia, Gaisoa, & Vergara, 

2011). 

Metaphors of Entrepreneurship 

Charteris-Black (2004) emphasizes that metaphors involve a transfer of meanings. The 

use of a metaphor allows people to map a schema, well-known to them onto a new do-

main and assess the fit of relationships between variables from one to another (Wick-

man, Daniels, White & Fesmire, 1999). This facilitates understanding of complex and 

abstract ideas (Palmer & Dunford, 1996), such as entrepreneurship. Metaphors are 

known to capture experience and emotions better than literal discourse (Palmer & Dun-

ford, 1996). 

Research concerning metaphors is well established within the entrepreneurship 

field. Scholars have studied the metaphors for entrepreneurship used by entrepreneurs 

(Hyrsky, 1999; Dodd, 2002) and non-entrepreneurs (Koiranen, 1995). Many have studied 

the metaphors media use to portray entrepreneurs (Nicholson & Anderson, 2005). The 

use of metaphors for sense-making and sense-giving among entrepreneurs was also 

a subject of research (Hill & Levenhagen, 1995). However, the use of metaphors for en-

trepreneurship in Poland is still heavily under-researched. 

MATERIAL AND METHODS 

The research goals of our exploratory study is to identify entrepreneurship metaphors 

among Polish management students. This research will focus on metaphors of entrepre-

neurship used by non-entrepreneurs. The research procedure employed was qualitative 

in nature. We reached students of the University of Social Sciences in Łódź in late 2015. 

We reached the students we had classes with, so it was not a random sample. Thus, the 

presented results are not representative, but they can illustrate the basic image in the 

undertaken theme among students from Poland. 
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We had two stages of the investigation. We addressed 124 management students on 

three levels, namely bachelor (BA), master (MA) and post-graduate (MBA) and they con-

stituted the first research group. The second research group consisted of 82 students at 

the bachelor level only. The first group was used for experimental phase of research and 

the second group was used for the survey questionnaire. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

The first research group consisted of 124 students. The respondents were asked to give 

their metaphorical expressions on paper. As far sex is concerned the group was diversi-

fied as 54% of the respondents were female and 46% were male. The average age of 

respondents was 29 years and the average number of years of employment among re-

spondents was 6.8. 33% of the respondents said that either their parents or close rela-

tives were or had been business owners. None of the respondents had any experience 

either in setting up or in running their own business. 

Student respondents were asked to create the metaphors of their own accord. They 

were encouraged to follow their first instincts in forming lexical associations depicting 

the essential characteristics of a entrepreneurship. Metaphors were grouped into 8 dif-

ferent clusters based on their semantic properties (Table 2). Our results suggest that 

there are several major entrepreneurial narratives evident among all three groups in-

cluding creativity and innovation, competition, war, journey, risk, adventure and exploi-

tation. 

The next step was to prepare a questionnaire based on 7-point Likert scale. This 

questionnaire was run among BA management student group composed of 82 students 

only (the second research group). 

As for sex the sample was diversified as 50 of the respondents were female and 32 

were male. The average age of respondents was 27 years and the average number of 

years of employment among respondents was 5.6. 12 respondents said that either their 

parents or close relatives were or had been business owners. None of the respondents 

had any experience either in setting up or in running their own business. 

Based on 7-point Likert scale, in order to generalize results we calculated the basics 

descriptive statistics – mean and standard deviation. Although some statisticians negate 

such solutions, numerous studies published even in the top-ranking journals of business 

studies accept such an approach (Ozaralli & Rivenburgh, 2016; Wach & Wojciechowski, 

2016). The results are depicted in Table 3. 

Hayton, George and Zahra (2002) stress that cultural values serve as a filter for the 

degree to which a society considers certain entrepreneurial behaviours as desirable. 

Moreover, numerous authors have emphasized the importance of understanding the 

impact of cultural norms on entrepreneurship. Several researchers acknowledge the 

importance of the cultural context for career decisions as entrepreneurs (Flores,  

Robitschek, Celebi, Andersen & Hoang, 2010; Leong, 2010). 
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Table 2. The content analysis of the metaphors of entrepreneurship among surveyed students 

No. 
Metaphor 

Category 
Examples 

1. 

Creativity 

or 

innovation  

The respondents provided for example the following expressions to empha-

size the ideas of creativity and innovations: 

“Entrepreneurship is building something out of elements which are initially 

not connected” 

“Entrepreneurship is like constant problem solving exercise” 

“Entrepreneurship is creating solutions” 

“Entrepreneurship is building a fast path to the future you want.” 

2. Competition 

The metaphors indicating competition: 

“Entrepreneurship is a race for money” 

“Entrepreneurship is a track race” 

“Entrepreneurship is like wrestling” 

“Entrepreneurship is a marathon race” 

“Entrepreneurship is a competition” 

3. Journey  

The metaphors indicating journey: 

“Entrepreneurship is like conquering a steep hill, one after another” 

“Entrepreneurship is a never ending journey full of new people, places and 

situations” 

4. War 

The metaphors indicating war: 

“Entrepreneurship is a war”  

“Entrepreneurship is a war game against taxes and taxcouncil” 

 “Entrepreneurship is a constant battle”  

“Entrepreneurship is a survival game” 

“Entrepreneurship is like being on a battlefield, every day, all day long” 

5. Adventure 

The metaphors indicating adventurers: 

“Entrepreneurship is blazing new trails”  

“Entrepreneurship is swimming across a stormy seas” 

6. Exploitation 

Metaphors indicating exploitation of others: 

“Entrepreneurship is exploiting other people” 

“Entrepreneurship is taking advantage of employees” 

“Entrepreneurship is squeezing as much as you can form others” 

7. Risk 

Metaphors indicating risk: 

“Entrepreneurship is like walking on a tightrope” 

“Entrepreneurship is like skating on thin ice” 

“Entrepreneurship is like a Russian roulette” 

8. Miscellaneous 

Some miscellaneous metaphors were used, such as: 

“Entrepreneurship is the key to success in life” 

“Entrepreneurship is dreaming big, and getting big” 

“Entrepreneurship is like workaholism but in a positive way”  

“Entrepreneurship as a style of living” 

“Entrepreneurship is like harvesting – you reap what you sow” 

“Entrepreneurship is hunting for clients” 

Source: own study based on open questions (n = 124). 
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Table 3. Entrepreneurship metaphors among surveyed students 

Metaphor Mean Std. Dev. 

Creativity/innovation 3.353 1.399 

Competition 5.061 1.390 

Journey 2.902 1.384 

War 5.695 1.038 

Adventure 3.975 1.333 

Exploitation 2.353 1.115 

Risk 5.195 1.261 

Source: own study based on the survey (n = 82). 

Metaphors of entrepreneurship are under the influence of certain well-established 

patterns and stereotypes in Polish culture. There were numerous negative metaphors 

indicating exploitation of others. “Exploiting other people” or “taking advantage of em-

ployees” were just a few examples of metaphors with negative, cynical or downgrading 

undertones. 

However, findings illustrate the change in the perception of entrepreneurship among 

non-entrepreneurs in Poland. Although as we have expected in our introductory re-

search most of the metaphors would reflect competition (“a race for money”, 

“a marathon race”), war (“war against taxes and tax council” and risk (“skating on thin 

ice” or “Russian roulette”), we may observe many optimistic metaphors. According to 

this perception entrepreneurship is oftentimes viewed a “key to success in life” or “build-

ing a fast path to the future you want”. It’s very often associated with good and innova-

tive ideas, creativity, freshness and breaking stereotypes. 

Some metaphors illustrate the approach to entrepreneurship as part of a lifestyle 

providing self-direction and self-control. Here comes the tendency to escape from com-

peting and fighting, and move towards balancing and harmonizing own life in relation to 

business. 

CONCLUSIONS 

The metaphorical statements revealed the paradoxical nature of respondents' percep-

tions of entrepreneurship. A majority of the metaphors contained quite negative images. 

Especially in the least educated group sample they seemed to conjure up most negative 

images of entrepreneurship as some kind of modern day “slave owners” or exploiters. 

We believe that metaphors play an important role in popularizing business and busi-

ness related concepts and enhance our understanding in the nature of the different 

metaphors used in economics discourse. Because metaphors shape the way we think, 

our choices of metaphors are important. Gartner (1993) has suggested that ‘‘the words 

we use to talk about entrepreneurship influence our ability to think about this phenom-

enon’’. Subsequently these thoughts are able change the discourse about entrepreneur-

ship and direct actions toward entrepreneurial activities which ultimately affect culture 

and support the activation of entrepreneurial attitudes in social circles. 

The main research limitation is the non-representativeness of the sample as well as 

small sample size (n = 124 at the first stage and n = 84 at the second stage). The results 



Metaphors of Entrepreneurship among Polish Students: Preliminary … | 149

 

presented in the article are very preliminary and further investigations in this field are 

needed. It seems necessary to conduct a survey among a larger sample of students and 

to include more explaining variables. 
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