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ABSTRACT

Uncertainty and Entrepreneurship provides a critical
review of the uncertainty research, with implications for a
field that has had an existential relationship with it ever
since Knight’s clear delineation of the term as an essential
wedge for new entry. We take a two-step approach in our
literature review — where the objective facts are separated
from the subjective interpretations — setting the new stan-
dard for such work. First, we provide the raw data taken
directly from the hundreds of papers reviewed. This data is
contextualized with definitions of key terms, the foundations
of key concepts, and the limitations involved. Second, we
provide our subjective analysis of that raw data. We assess
the past research on uncertainty and its lack of evolution, dis-
cussing the theoretical and managerial implications. We find
that much uncertainty-related alchemy exists — i.e., where a
paper defines uncertainty as a condition that renders a focal
decision unoptimizable, prior to it then suggesting a “new”
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optimization path. We make a clear and evidence-based case
that the recent surge of such alchemy falls squarely on jour-
nal editors. We explain how this kind of misrepresentation
of uncertainty has tarnished most of the recent theorizing
in the field. As a result, we recommend significant changes.
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1

Prologue

... the darkness, to work its eternal alchemy. [Scott Haste]

There is value in separating the work in any literature review into two
parts — the objective and subjective — to delineate the raw facts from
their judgment. The exercise of explicitly and carefully separating the
objective evidence from its subjective judgment in reviews of others’
work allows a reader to see the raw original expressions and then judge
the reviewer’s interpretation of them. It is analogous to the presentation
of contents in an empirical paper — readers see the data (e.g., in the
descriptive statistics; in the description of the sampling) as well as the
researcher’s interpretation of the results of their statistical analysis.
That delineation is, in fact, the scientific standard — a standard with two
useful characteristics: First, it allows peers to trust each other but still
verify the processes leading to the stated results. Second, it allows peers
the freedom to interpret things differently based upon the given set of
facts. (At a minimum, such information has been useful in catching
academic fraud; it has also led to new results based on replication with
updated empirical models — e.g., Shaver, 1998).
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4 Prologue

So, it is odd that this value of delineation has not been more recog-
nized in research outside of empirical studies. Indeed, such objective-
subjective separation in literature reviews should have been popularized
in the social sciences, perhaps even made a requirement. But, it has not.
Instead, the norm for literature reviews remains a seemingly seamless
mixing of objective fact and subjective opinion, especially in relatively
concept-heavy fields like entrepreneurship. So, it is not surprising that
we have not seen many other reviews that provide the valuable sep-
aration. Very few even give their readers unfiltered access to the key
relevant parts of those listed, reviewed papers in each paper’s original
authors’ own words. That is unfortunate because such access provides
two important benefits: it proves that the listed papers have been fully
read by the reviewers; and, it allows the readers to interpret the words
independently and to possibly reach different insights. This is why we
chose to present in this two-part format.

We are left with explaining why almost all past literature reviews do
not follow this suggested standard but remain highly cited nonetheless.
They are highly cited for several reasons that have nothing to do with
their violation of that standard, including: the name recognition of the
authors and the journal; the promise that a substantial body of research
is covered; and, the handy reference a review cite makes for general
points that regular papers need to make (e.g., about a core concept or its
consensus definition). While such review pieces have effectively inflated
the impact factors of some journals like the Academy of Management
Annals and the Journal of Management, there is no reason to believe
that they fairly or fully capture the works they purport to summarize;
rather, there is reason to believe that they have not on several occasions.
One possible explanation for why almost none of these previous reviews
has provided their raw data is that the outlet did not have the space
to accommodate it; an explanation that has been recently rendered
invalid, as online supplements have been available for overflow materials
for years. A less practical explanation is that it is messy to do so, in
the sense that the review’s authors cannot sweep decades of diverse
opinions into one neat message. Some of those opinions will invariably
not fit, and that would detract from the unified conclusion being sold
by those authors. (And, perhaps this need to separate out the raw data
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is even more important when the review’s authors are known for their
unabashedly critical viewpoints.)

We believe that an objective, scientific review contains the raw,
relevant facts, including: the number of papers used in the review; the
journals they represent; the external quality scores of those journals;
whether a paper references a common concept (here, that is Knight, 1921,
and his definition of uncertainty); and, what the prescriptions are for
the core problem (here, that is how to deal with uncertainty). Providing
such facts involves a lot of cut-&-paste from the source materials (i.e.,
direct quotes). This part of our review explicitly “shows the work”
done — evidencing that each paper was read, with relevant facts directly
pulled from them (e.g., that paper’s definition of uncertainty). Scientific
value then emerges from analytical outputs, like the categorization of
relevant factors, and from the identification of factual relationships
among them. For example, in this review, objective facts emerge as
answers to questions like how common is the Knightian definition of
uncertainty in this literature, for theoretical relative to empirical papers?
and, is the definition of uncertainty provided consistent with the measure
of uncertainty applied, and with the treatments prescribed for dealing
with it, in any one paper? (We note that some subjectivity can enter
such consistency assessments, but that is why the raw data exists as a
check.) Such scientific value depends on sticking to what the data says
— being respectful and consistent with it — rather than ignoring it and
choosing a different path.

So why is an objective and scientific review of uncertainty important
right here and right now? Because, to be blunt, it blows up the past
few decades of theorizing in entrepreneurship. How? Because the main,
explicitly-cited conception of uncertainty is so ingrained in recent en-
trepreneurship theory and is so clearly defined in its specific conditions
that identifying when its logic is contradicted — through a paper’s own
words — is easy. To be unequivocal, we are speaking about the logic of
Knightian uncertainty being contradicted, a lot. (Alternatively, it could
be that its logic is misrepresented, a lot; either way, though, almost all
of the recent work has violated its intended definition.) This objective
review of the literature shines a very bright light on the past darkness
of what we term the alchemy involved in its treatment. By alchemy,
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6 Prologue

we mean that most papers are suggesting that they can turn lead into
gold; in this case, they define Knightian uncertainty by stating that any
decision plagued by it cannot be optimized prior to then suggesting an
optimization path. This finding is not based on subjective judgment; it
is based on the objective facts by quoting from the source.

We further argue that such logical inconsistency is at the core of
recent entrepreneurship theorizing — from creation to effectuation to
action to judgment — and it invades the vast array of discussions on
opportunities. As such, the theorizing in our field appears, to a large
part, to be based on alchemy, on anti-science. And, so, it is natural to
then ask why has that basis been so widely adopted, promoted and cited?
The answer seems to be that the private benefits of alchemy — of selling
a magic treatment to untreatable uncertainty — currently outweigh
the public harms to our field’s legitimacy and to science itself. Our
publication processes — pre and post — are broken, and with that breakage
comes exploitation by alchemists as well as by those who innocently
make logical contradictions and conceptual misrepresentations. So now,
in the entrepreneurship field, we argue that there really is an urgent
need to reset, repent and refocus to address these issues.

1.1 Outlining This Review

Table 1.1 depicts the flow of this two-part literature review. In Part I,
we provide the objective facts. We supplement the raw data taken
directly from the papers reviewed with several necessary and preliminary
contextual cues: We provide definitions of key terms. We provide the
foundations of key concepts. We explain why it is important to review
this literature on uncertainty specifically. We also supplement the raw
data with basic summaries: We provide details on the process and on
the quantified outcomes of the review, such as the numbers of papers
that qualified for it. We describe what the raw data revealed in specific
categories, such as the various definitions of uncertainty found. And,
we state the limitations of this review.

In Part IT we provide the subjective analysis. We explain the value of
providing a scholarly interpretation of a review’s raw data. We critique,
we judge, we hypothesize, we implicate, and we recommend action.
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1.1. Outlining This Review

Table 1.1: Overview of the two-part literature analysis

PART I — Necessary Preliminaries

and Objective Facts for the Literature

on Entrepreneurial and Strategic
Uncertainty

PART II — A Subjective and Informed
Critique of the Literature on
Entrepreneurial and Strategic Uncertainty
and Why This Alchemy Exists

Definitional Matters

Conceptual Foundations

Reasons to Review the Entrepreneurial
and Strategic Uncertainty Literature

Numbers of Publications in this
Literature Review

The Relevant Contents of that Literature

An Objective Analysis of the Main ESU
Literature Review

An Objective Interpretation of the
Analysis of the ESU Literature and
Beyond

Limitations

The Value of Subjective Analysis in a
Literature Review

The Blunt Cause of Alchemy as Editorial
Discretion

A Tale of the Donkey and the Carpenter — the
Value of Critique in the Entrepreneurship
Field

Objective Evidence of Editorial Discretion in
this Literature

The (Surprising) Lack of Past Reviews on
Uncertainty

Models and Frameworks Relating to
Entrepreneurial and Strategic Uncertainty

The Irrelevance of the Evolution of ESU
Research

Interpreting the Research from the Review

Discussion (with Recommendations)

Theoretical Implications

Managerial-Practical Implications

More Future Research

Conclusions

We do so by drawing on the objective facts from Part I supplemented
by additional relevant objective facts. We interpret the raw data sum-
maries (e.g., over uncertainty definitions, types, measures, sources and
treatments) in terms of what they mean for our field. We speak to the
relevance of the past research on uncertainty and its evolution (or lack
thereof) in our field and beyond. We discuss the theoretical and man-
agerial implications. We also leverage this review to make a clear and
pointed case that uncertainty-related alchemy exists, and its existence
falls squarely on journal editors. We explain how the misrepresentation
of uncertainty has tarnished almost all of the recent partial theorizing
in the field. As a result, we recommend a change of direction in en-
trepreneurship theorizing. We then conclude the two-part assessment of
this literature with a call to action.
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