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During the last two decades, researchers have sought to develop categories
of entrepreneurs and their businesses along a variety of dimensions to better
comprehend and analyze the entrepreneurial growth process. Some of this
research has focused on differences related to industrial sectors, firm size,
the geographical region in which a business is located, the use of high-technology or low-technology, and the life-cycle stage of the firm (i.e., start-up
vs. more mature, formalized companies). Researchers have also considered ways in which entrepreneurs
can be differentiated from small business managers. One of these classifications is based on the entrepreneur’s desire to grow the business rapidly. This is the focus of our study.
To date, the media have paid considerable attention to rapidly growing new ventures. However,
still lacking are large-scale research studies guided by theory through which we can expand our knowledge
of the underlying factors supporting ambitious expansion plans. Some research has identified factors that
enhance or reduce the willingness of the entrepreneur to grow the business. Factors include the strategic
origin of the business (i.e., the methods and paths through which the firm was founded); previous experience of the founder/owner; and the ability of the entrepreneur to set realistic, measurable goals and to
manage conflict effectively.
Our study attempted to identify the strategic paths chosen by entrepreneurs and the relation of those
paths to the growth orientation of the firm. The entrepreneurs sampled in this study are women entrepreneurs across a wide range of industrial sectors. Recent reviews of entrepreneurship research have suggested the need for more studies comparing high-growth firms with slower-growth firms to better delineate
their differences in strategic choices and behaviors.
Our study sought to answer the following questions: What characterizes a “high growth-oriented

EXECUTIVE
SUMMARY

Address correspondence to Dr. Lisa K. Gundry, DePaul University, Department of Management, 1 East
Jackson Blvd., Chicago, IL 60604; (312) 362-8075; Fax: (312) 362-6973; E-mail: lgundry@wppost.depaul.edu
Journal of Business Venturing 16, 453–470
 2001 Elsevier Science Inc. All rights reserved.
655 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10010

0883-9026/01/$–see front matter
PII S0883-9026(99)00059-2

454

L.K. GUNDRY AND H.P. WELSCH

entrepreneur?” Is this distinction associated with specific strategic intentions, prior experience, equity held
in previous firms, the type of company structure in place, or success factors the entrepreneur perceives
are important to the business? Do “high growth” entrepreneurs show greater entrepreneurial “intensity”
(i.e., commitment to the firm’s success)? Are they willing to “pay the price” for their own and their firm’s
success? (i.e., the “opportunity costs” associated with business success and growth). Other relationships
under investigation included different patterns of financing the business’ start-up and early growth. Do
“high-growth” entrepreneurs use unique sources of funding compared with “lower-growth” entrepreneurs?
Eight hundred thirty-two entrepreneurs responded to a survey in which they were asked to describe
their growth intentions along nineteen strategic dimensions, as well as respond to the foregoing questions.
Some of the strategic activity measures included adding a new product or service, expanding operations,
selling to a new market, and applying for a loan to expand operations. Actual growth rates based on
sales revenues were calculated, and average annualized growth rates of the industrial sectors represented
in the sample were obtained. This study showed that high-growth-oriented entrepreneurs were clearly
different from low-growth-oriented entrepreneurs along several dimensions. The former were much more
likely to select strategies for their firms that permitted greater focus on market expansion and new technologies, to exhibit greater intensity towards business ownership (“my business is the most important activity
in my life”), and to be willing to incur greater opportunity costs for the success of their firms (“I would
rather own my own business than earn a higher salary while employed by someone else”).
The high-growth–oriented entrepreneurs tended to have a more structured approach to organizing
their businesses, which suggests a more disciplined perception of managing the firm. In summary, results
showed the group of high-growth–oriented entrepreneurs, labeled “ambitious,” as having the following distinctions: strategic intentions that emphasize market growth and technological change, stronger commitment to the success of the business, greater willingness to sacrifice on behalf of the business, earlier planning for the growth of the business, utilization of a team-based form of organization design, concern for
reputation and quality, adequate capitalization, strong leadership, and utilization of a wider range of financing sources for the expansion of the venture. The purpose in uncovering these differences is to enable
entrepreneurs and researchers to identify more clearly the attributes of rapid-growth ventures and their
founders and to move closer to a field-based model of the entrepreneurial growth process which will help
delineate the alternative paths to venture growth and organizational change.  2001 Elsevier Science Inc.

INTRODUCTION
Throughout the history of entrepreneurship research, there have been many attempts
to categorize entrepreneurs according to a variety of dimensions. These categories have
included industry, size, region, age, capital (labor) intensity, high- or low-technology,
stage of life cycle, gender, personality type, and numerous others. A particular stream
of research has evolved that has attempted to categorize or differentiate small business
owners from “pure” entrepreneurs, i.e., the former who were satisfied with the status
quo versus the latter who desired to grow their businesses more rapidly. The focus of
this research study is on the entrepreneurs whose businesses have exhibited high growth.
We examine the strategic growth intentions, commitment level, opportunity costs, structure, and success factors that may distinguish these types of ventures from those with
lower growth outcomes. Merz, Weber, and Laetz (1994) noted the chief weakness of
many studies on the entrepreneurial growth phenomena was that they rarely compare
high or rapid-growth firms with low- or no-growth firms. Even though more is known
about high-growth firms, it is unclear whether the observations reported are similar or
different for low-growth firms. The present research attempts to fill this gap.
The theoretical model we develop follows a pattern of growth literature developed
by Davidsson and Wiklund (1999); Wiklund (1998); Davidsson (1989, 1991); Greening,
Barringer, and Macy (1996); Krueger and Carsrud (1993); Ward (1993); Kolveried

