Commitment to an entrepreneurship training programme for self-employed entrepreneurs, and learning from participation

Abstract

Purpose – The purpose of the article is to explore how self-employed entrepreneurs commit themselves to an entrepreneurship training programme and how such commitment relates to their perceptions of learning.

Methodology – The data were collected through qualitative, inductive methods by interviewing and observing six entrepreneurs who took part in an entrepreneurship training programme.

Findings – The study reveals that entrepreneurial activities and a strong attachment to entrepreneurship may detach entrepreneurs from an entrepreneurship community. Generally, participants appreciated the social aspect of learning, peer support and confidence-building provided by the programme and the learning community. Nevertheless, the participation was a double-edged sword: it allowed those who were not active in entrepreneurship to explore entrepreneurship, but for those who were active in entrepreneurship and in professional communities, their participation represented a potential liability and a threat to their image as a credible entrepreneur.

Research implications – More research is needed on the social aspect related to training programmes, particularly focusing on potential adverse outcomes, such as over-embeddedness in the community.

Practical implications – Training programme organizers could benefit from understanding the social aspects of learning in emphasizing the role of peer support but also of the potential dark sides of socializing.

Originality/value – The paper offers insight into the relationship between commitment and learning in micro firms, and it contributes to a deeper understanding of the way community and social relationships facilitate or impede learning by self-employed entrepreneurs. There is a risk that the social aspect of peer support and the community replaces entrepreneurs’ need to ‘go out there’ and expose themselves to learning from experience.
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Introduction

The current study focuses on the issue of commitment and how it affects the learning acquired through participating in an entrepreneurship training programme for small business owners from various backgrounds. In recent years, the topic of entrepreneurial learning has been developing towards social perspectives (Jones and Macpherson, 2014), a development considered highly relevant given the individualistic nature of entrepreneurs, as argued by Wang and Chugh (2014) who challenge the dominant understanding of entrepreneurial learning as primarily an individual phenomenon. This collective approach to learning is supported by Hamilton (2011) whose view of learning as being socially situated and embedded in everyday practice contrasts with the existing entrepreneurial learning literature, which has mainly focused on the entrepreneur and on individual learning processes.

In relation to small firms, entrepreneurship theorists increasingly argue that social relationships are significant for the development of small firms and that entrepreneurial learning should preferably be seen as a social phenomenon. It is, however, evident that micro-firm entrepreneurs do not usually have the time, space, or ability to build long-term developmental relationships outside of their immediate environment, with which they could experiment, observe, and reflect on successful learning practices (Devins et al., 2005). Instead, learning within the micro-business world often occurs as part of the hectic operational buzz (Florén, 2003) when solving daily problems and grasping new opportunities as they arise (Kempster and Cope, 2010). Arguing that cooperation skills need to be learned in the field, Kelliher and Reinl (2011) encourage educators to provide space for interaction wherein practitioners not only learn from the experiences of seasoned entrepreneurs serving as facilitators and teachers, but also from sharing experiences within the group and learning from each other (Zhang and Hamilton, 2010). Consequently, learning communities are seen as important in helping entrepreneurs and self-employed people to develop by removing them from the everyday business and facilitating collaborative peer-to-peer learning.

Sole founders of businesses are particularly dependent on successful interactions (Rae, 2004), and the ability to be active within social and industrial communities and engage with others offers entrepreneurs opportunities and resources for developing their business and themselves personally. This dual focus on the business and the entrepreneur has recently been called for in entrepreneurship training programmes (Hägg, 2012; Zhang and Hamilton, 2010). Enhancing the potential for the business and personal development of self-employed people through interacting with like-minded people in an entrepreneurship training programme may help them create a learning community in which knowledge can be created and shared to improve effectiveness and innovation (Reinl and Kelliher, 2010; Sarasvathy, 2008).

It is, however, questionable whether membership of a community automatically affects learning for the micro-business owner (Zhang and Hamilton, 2010). First, we aim to understand how self-employed entrepreneurs commit themselves to an entrepreneurship training programme—and to the learning community created within the programme—as a site and place for peers to meet and communicate with one another, by drawing on Wenger’s (1998) framework of a community of practice. Second, we investigate how commitment to a training programme relates to self-employed entrepreneurs’ perceptions of their learning. The study provides an interesting result concerning a commitment to a community of practice by revealing that entrepreneurial activities and a strong attachment to entrepreneurship also may detach entrepreneurs from an entrepreneurship community. The intersection of commitment to and learning within a community of practice is an issue with potentially major implications for the way educators form learning communities in entrepreneurship training programmes directed at entrepreneurs.

The paper is structured as follows. In order to increase our understanding of the relationship between commitment and learning in small firms, we first introduce a literature review both on commitment based on the framework of a community of practice and the social perspectives of entrepreneurial learning. Second, we offer an account of how entrepreneurs commit themselves to an entrepreneurship training programme and how this commitment relates to their perceptions of their learning, allowing us to understand micro-firm learning in the context in which it occurs. Finally, we discuss our findings, present research implications and theoretical contributions, develop some practical implications, and suggest avenues for future research.


Commitment to a community of practice

In order to understand the relationship between communities and learning in small firms, we draw on a framework of a community of practice. According to this approach, learning arises from participation in, and gaining recognized membership within, a community of practice in a process by which newcomers become part of a community of practice through engagement in social practice (Wenger, 1998; Lave and Wenger, 1991). Wenger (1998) presents three elements that form a community of practice: joint enterprise, mutual engagement, and shared practice. Whatever creates the common ground, the joint enterprise or a domain (Wenger et al., 2002) is what brings people together, inspires them to contribute and participate, and thus guides their learning. In order to build a community, people must interact regularly on issues that are important to the joint enterprise. Through interaction, they form a shared understanding of the domain and develop a shared practice—a shared repertoire of the language, routines, documents, stories, ideas and concepts of their community (Wenger, 1998).

A community of practice is a group of people who interact, build relationships, develop a sense of belonging and mutual commitment, and learn together. But it is not just about relationships, and not every community is a community of practice (Zhang and Hamilton, 2010). It is the commitment to care about the domain that is the essence of a community of practice (Wenger et al., 2002). Wenger (1998) argues that in this sense a community of practice is different from a group, team, or network. Of course, participants having a similar background, skills, and attitudes make it easier to start a community of practice, but having a problem in common may also be a strong motivation for building a shared practice, and people stay in the community because they become emotionally connected to it. Mutual respect and trust is the key to fostering the interaction and relationships that make members committed to a community; many intentional communities end soon after their launch because they do not have enough energy to sustain themselves (Wenger et al., 2002).

Membership in a community of practice may be self-selected or assigned, but the level of engagement is up to each participant, and in this sense participation is voluntary (Wenger et al., 2002). Wenger (1998) proposes the following forms of participation: peripheral (for newcomers permitted to participate to a limited extent in relatively simple and discrete tasks and relationships); full (for old-timers who participate at the core of the community); and marginal (for participants who are kept at the periphery of the community, do not wish to, or are not permitted to join the community).

The level of participation relates to the question of how members connect to a community of practice and what kinds of activities generate energy and develop trust, enabling the community to sustain and grow. Individuals’ participation influences their understanding of the self and they accept or reject opportunities to participate more fully in their community of practice, depending on the fit of those opportunities with their current sense of self (Wenger, 1998).


The social perspective on entrepreneurial learning

According to the community-of-practice approach, learning involves a process of understanding who we are, and in which communities-of-practice we belong, and are accepted. This framework has been applied in several studies focusing on the entrepreneurial learning of both nascent and practising entrepreneurs. For example, in her study on family business, Hamilton (2011) shows how the ability to engage in the business is indicated by commitment in terms of participation, and how legitimacy is gained through increasing participation, whereas reduced participation leads to reduced legitimacy. Warren (2004), in turn, demonstrates how a nascent entrepreneur as a newcomer may choose to maintain a peripheral form of participation in order to avoid compromising a sense of self, or adapt his or her practice in a way that secures a continued sense of integrity, but still fits in with the community. In their studies, Handley et al. (2006) and Roberts (2006) show that individuals participate not within one community but within several, and they usually behave differently in each of them and construct different aspects of themselves.

Social relationships and cooperative learning strategies are increasingly considered an important part of learning particularly within small firms (Cope and Down, 2010; Jack et al., 2010; Cope, 2003; Gibb, 1997). In the opposite case, the absence of key social relationships may hinder entrepreneurs’ attempts at learning (Jones et al., 2010; Jack, 2005). Gibb (1997) in particular emphasizes relationships in the development of small business enterprises and suggests a broader view of a learning environment consisting of customers, advisers, and suppliers as well as family, friends, and peers. Taylor and Thorpe (2004) conceptualize entrepreneurial learning in small firms as a process of co-participation in the complex relationships of the owner-manager. Cope and Down (2010) argue that learning arises from the interaction of a range of actors including close collaborators within a firm and its external partners and contacts. In their study on the interaction between the members of a newly emerging network tied together by strong bonds, Jack et al. (2010) show how interaction based on affinity, shared attitudes, and trust is important to the development of a network.

Following this collective learning approach (Wang and Chugh, 2014), entrepreneurship can be understood in terms of the social groups to which entrepreneurs relate and are committed to (McKeever et al., 2014). However, membership of a community does not automatically guarantee that effective learning will occur, and it depends on, for example, individual competence (Devins et al., 2005) and the entrepreneur’s readiness to learn (Reinl and Kelliher, 2010). Zhang and Hamilton (2010) particularly emphasize the usefulness of the process of trust building for an effective learning community for small business owner-managers as a platform to enhance self-efficacy and develop the business. Accepting that a learning environment can have a significant impact on the entrepreneurship process, entrepreneurship theorists also agree on the constraints that learned helplessness (Reinl and Kelliher, 2010) and over-embeddedness can impose when the social aspects of interaction overtake the economic ones (Jack and Anderson, 2002; Wenger et al., 2002).

As explained above, entrepreneurial learning occurs through interaction within social milieus. Focusing on the issue of commitment and how it impacts on the learning acquired through participating in a community of practice, we illustrate empirically how micro-business entrepreneurs commit themselves to a training programme and how this commitment relates to their perceptions of their learning.

Methodology

The study was conducted as a comparative case study of six cases (Yin, 1989; Neergaard, 2007; Eriksson and Kovalainen, 2008). According to the logic and purpose, various strategies guide the case selection process, in terms of whether the researchers target cases with unique or typical characteristics, with little or great variation, whether the cases are selected on an event-based criterion or theoretical basis, or whether there is a sequential selection process, or a combination of the above. For the purposes of this research, we aimed to introduce as much variety as possible into our cases in terms of their commitment and learning from the community (Neergard, 2007), and these also form the unit of analysis (the case). The cases selected offered a good basis for case comparison (see Stake, 1994). In order to really understand what goes on within a community in which the entrepreneur is engaged, we wanted to get close to the real lives of entrepreneurs (Pittaway and Cope, 2007) and build a view of how individual entrepreneurs interpret their experiences within the community. Rae (2004) emphasizes the need to explore the entrepreneurial learning process, ‘in the lifeworld of the entrepreneur by gaining access to their actions, environment, interactions with others, and their narrative accounts of their personal and business venturing’ (p. 493).

Context for the research

The study was part of a larger entrepreneurship training programme delivering competence training with the goal of enhancing key business capabilities and the well-being of self-employed entrepreneurs by providing an opportunity for them to cooperate with one another, and offering a place to meet and exchange ideas and develop their business. In this way, the loneliness and isolation often experienced by owner-managers (Devins et al., 2005) could be taken into consideration in the design of the training programme (Gordon et al., 2012). We followed 31 participants operating in a broad range of professional services fields over a two-year period. The programme included workshops on business knowledge and skills, for example, in marketing and selling, pricing, and IT, which were facilitated by experienced business consultants and practitioners. The idea of these cooperative learning interventions stemmed from a belief that collaboration and learning from peers would encourage the self-employed to develop their businesses.

Research materials

Data for the study were collected through qualitative methods by interviewing and observing participants in the entrepreneurship training programme. We believed that participating within the group being studied by observing and learning how participants interact and collaborate with one another would increase our understanding of the lifeworld of entrepreneurs (Hammersley and Atkinson, 2007). We followed interactions between participants by observing training sessions as well as informal conversations during breaks, and before and after the sessions. Observations and interpretations were discussed at meetings between both authors and formally between the programme organizers, participants and the authors in the learning reflection sessions. These ‘analytic workshops’ were designed into the programme, thus offering not only valuable data about the interactions between participants, but also an opportunity to better understand the experiences of the participants (Eriksson and Kovalainen, 2008). The first author conducted all interviews and observed the workshops and classes. The interviews and observed sessions were audio recorded and transcribed (or sections of the sessions were transcribed). Table 1 outlines the data that were collected.


		INSERT TABLE 1 HERE
The cases were studied as part of a larger study that involved multiple, iterative steps to gather information about, and build a pre-understanding of, the potential cases to allow the screening of the candidates (Yin, 2012). The research process thus generated large amounts of data, but the findings of our study are based mainly on in-depth analysis of the observations, interviews and informal conversations with six entrepreneurs. In order to manage data gathering, we used purposive sampling and first conducted in-depth interviews with twelve participants one year from the start of the programme. For this first round of interviewing, we were interested in participants with varied backgrounds and the motivations behind their businesses. The participants’ businesses had developed in different ways and were at different stages, and the entrepreneurs were seemingly at a crossroads in terms of the development of their business. According to Silverman (2010), purposive sampling demands that we think critically about the parameters of the population we are studying, and choose our sample carefully on the basis of the features it illustrates and in which we are interested. For the second round of interviews towards the end of the programme, we chose six cases from the initial twelve interviewees. We believe that the accounts of the selected interviewees are justified not only because of access to the interview data about their experience of the programme from start to finish, but also because these participants provided rich information about their participation and learning from the programme.

Our field strategy was to encourage participants to tell their own story (Ghauri and Grönhaug, 2010). The interviews began with open conversational questions, such as ‘tell me where it all began?’ and ‘where are you today?’ Subsequent questions then stemmed from the dialogue. In the second round of interviews, the focus was more on questions about the training sessions and specific cooperation between participants, but the interviews were still loosely structured to allow participants to talk about issues they wanted to discuss. We did not want to ask directly about ‘commitment’ and ‘learning’ as our aim was to inspire the participants to openly share their experiences, which we believe provided a deeper and richer understanding of the participants’ own experiences. Accordingly, the fieldwork strategy follows the idea of phenomenological interviewing, which Thompson et al. (1989, cited in Cope, 2011) describe as ‘the most powerful means of attaining an in-depth understanding of another person's experiences’. Table 2 provides an anonymized profile of participants and their businesses. Each interview lasted approximately one-and-a-half hours.
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Analysis

The analysis of the study was based on our sense-making and interpretation of the interviews, and observations focusing on the participation of the entrepreneurs during various activities that the training programme offered to them, and on the collaboration between participants. The usefulness of this kind of inductive and interpretative approach to what people experience and how they experience what they experience is in line with recent research on entrepreneurial learning as a social process (McKeever et al., 2014; Pittaway and Cope, 2007). Our prior theoretical understandings informed the analysis, but we aimed not to be too constrained by them (Ghauri and Grönhaug, 2010). Indeed, we started our data analysis inductively by reading and re-reading the transcribed interviews and field notes. We then organized the data manually (e.g. colour-coding the significant excerpts in the interview data) around the themes fitting our interests of how self-employed entrepreneurs participated in the programme and learned from it. Because the term ‘commitment’ increasingly arose in the interviews, we returned to the literature on it, following the deductive logic. As a whole, therefore, we can rely on Gummesson (2000) to suggest that the analytical strategy followed an abductive logic iterating between the data and theory.

In the following section, our data illustrate empirically the concepts of commitment as a process of participation and entrepreneurial learning. We present the results and our interpretation in the form of individual stories reconstructed by the authors (Eriksson and Kovalainen, 2008).

Results

In this section, we present an analysis of how micro-business owners participated in an entrepreneurship training programme following Wenger’s (1998) notion of the various forms of participation in an entrepreneurship training programme, thus making sense of their commitment to a community of practice and how they perceived their learning within it.

Mike’s story focused on how a feeling of isolation hindered his participation in the training programme for the self-employed. He said that it was easier for some people to get together while ‘one always gets left in the shadows’, and he felt the entrepreneurs in the training programme seemed more distant towards him than they did towards the others. He worked as an industrial worker for a long time before he started as a self-employed entrepreneur, but said he always had ‘alternative health care stuff’ in the back of his mind. Mike started as self-employed as early as 1992 and he said ruefully that he should start considering himself as an entrepreneur since this was his second time. He was really enthusiastic about his expertise (alternative treatments), but he was not confident about business-related activities, and felt he needed support directly linked to his work:

I'm dumb, [in terms of] those marketing things, I should know a little about the marketing course, computer stuff and such, they are needed but I just feel like actual work is what I'm supposed to be doing because that's the most important thing.

Mike said that his field of service was totally different from that of the other participants, and he felt that people were prejudiced about his service. He only attended a few of the programme meetings and said that he probably expected too much from them: someone to give him ready-made solutions and to help him acquire new customers. Mike does not belong to any business community or related networks. In our interpretation, a learned mindset of exclusion prevented Mike from connecting to appropriate communities and also to the community of the self-employed offered to him through the training programme. Consequently, Mike has not been able commit himself to the learning community offered by the training programme and his experience of learning from taking part in the community was rather limited.

Phil’s story focused on the credibility issues regarding participation in a community. Phil had a long career at a big industrial company before he started his business. He has now been running his one-man company for seven years, mainly working on projects flowing from his previous employer and its clients. The big company vernacular was often evident in Phil’s talk and the business buzz around the training programme allowed him to attach strongly to the community offered by the programme. The big company mindset that Phil was familiar with was clearly important to him:

It [community] gives kind of a feeling of a bigger business. The image, it's something totally different from, like, oh you do something on a laptop in the corner of your living room.

He said that the training programme community provided him with colleagues and peer support. Conversations with like-minded people were important to Phil, but he also appreciated the knowledge and skills he received from the programme to keep up with developments. Phil could not even consider talking about his product and business ideas to someone he did not know, and he emphasized the importance of trust as a prerequisite for collaboration. In our interpretation, Phil committed himself strongly to the community and understood that the benefits he gained from it directly affected his business. The most important benefit from the community was to create the atmosphere of big business, something that Phil was familiar with, but the community was also valuable for building legitimacy and credibility for his business.

Maria’s story was about becoming accepted at the core of the community of entrepreneurs even though she doubted whether she was a real entrepreneur, as she operated only part-time. Maria was quickly noticed by the other participants since she regularly attended the events, which made her accepted as a trustworthy peer, and she was also a member of the programme’s steering committee. Maria said that she was motivated to start the training programme to get the time and motivation to develop her business. She now teaches part-time, and through her business she attempts to cover the remaining four to five months. Collaboration was not initially her primary aim when she decided to participate in the programme, but now she greatly appreciates the social community provided by the programme. During the programme Maria also realized that she might become a full-time entrepreneur and that teaching could become her part-time job. This was quite a new and strange idea for her, and towards the end of the programme she moved back to her teacher position. As an IT expert, she got many collaboration requests from other members, but she said that due to her teaching job, she could not fulfil them ‘and then they all were left hanging’, but she said she had saved everyone’s contact details. When asked about future activities for the training programme, she had no exact requirements for the type of sessions or collaboration she would prefer. In our interpretation, Maria was strongly committed to the social community within the training programme because it replaced the missing community from her part-time teaching job. The community had given her courage and a push towards becoming an entrepreneur in the first place, but being active within the community had also replaced real development and learning for the business. Since Maria was not fully embracing the idea of becoming a full-time entrepreneur towards the end of the programme, she moved towards the periphery of the entrepreneurship community.

In Mary’s story, we saw how belonging to an entrepreneurship training programme may reveal motives that do not necessarily contribute to the development of an individual’s business. Mary’s business operated on a small scale and her husband had been providing for her, forcing her to accept a salaried job for the moment, but she also continued working at her own business. She had no time to attend training programme meetings, other than well-being activities, and she said that she missed her co-participant ‘entrepreneur friends’, but she was happy to sometimes see them at lunch. Mary had a strong need for full membership in an entrepreneurship community, and she said she was a member of the steering committee of the programme only because she wanted to make local decision-makers see that they have ‘good people’ (self-employed entrepreneurs) in the area. For Mary, entrepreneurship was about being a step ahead, something that needed to be developed at all times. However, the loneliness of an entrepreneur was strongly emphasized in her conversations: ‘Entrepreneurs have to keep up a façade and if things are not going well, they cannot reveal it.’ We interpret the contradiction in Mary’s view of entrepreneurship as being something like ‘I want to do something bigger’, and her real-life mundane entrepreneurship makes her stay at the margin of the business development community and instead commit herself to the socializing community. Her business was not at a sustainable level, which limited her opportunities for fully committing herself to the learning community, and therefore she was not able to derive learning from the community, above and beyond the socializing aspect.

Simon’s story was about being offered full participation in a community, yet not committing to it. He had had a long and successful business career: 25 years in retail management and 15 years as a franchisee. Simon did not want to sign a new franchising contract, because at the end of the contract he would have been close to retirement age, but decided to continue under his own name. He lost all electronic systems with the franchising contract and needed to build, for example, websites and online marketing, and for this, he planned to utilize contacts from the training programme. At the beginning of the programme, he participated actively in each event, but he then became more selective and participated less and less. Simon said that the expertise of the other participants was so dispersed that he could not find common ground with them. He said that the motivation of his fellow participants for entrepreneurship was linked more to a certain kind of freedom, and their ambition was only to make their own (modest) personal livelihood. He did not share this view of entrepreneurship, and he did not identify or cooperate closely with the community of the self-employed in a way that could be beneficial to his business. Simon showed little interest, for example, in visiting some of the biggest companies in the area to showcase the services the members of the programme could offer, even though it would have been easy for him to arrange access to them through his business networks. Simon, however, admitted that working by himself was, from time to time challenging, and he said he had received support from the other participants:

When you work by yourself, you don't really have anyone kicking you forward and this [programme] has been functioning as sort of a nudge in the back and source of inspiration.

In our interpretation, Simon’s commitment to the community seemed to be weak and he deliberately detached himself from the community of the self-employed. For him, the hurdle was that he did not identify with the other self-employed people in terms of their goals for their businesses. However, Simon acknowledged the need of any self-employed person for support and a forward push by other people, that is, a need for peers and a community. His refusal to become identified with the learning community also created a boundary to his learning within the community.

Joanna’s story shows how she developed a strong attachment to entrepreneurship through her business activities, and linked herself to business development communities, for example, a business incubator to support her business. Joanna’s firm was going through rapid changes, with a new collaboration agreement multiplying turnover and forcing her to rethink her business processes. In a short time, Johanna had had to learn several new things. She said that she could not really ask anyone for advice, but she had had to figure everything out by herself. She was proud of how she had negotiated prices with a customer by herself, and said she walked away with an excellent contract even though she was no business shark: ‘I knew nothing about anything at that time and I'm no business shark or anything, so this is something that makes me think I can be quite proud of it’. Initially, she participated fairly actively in the programme, but after receiving the large order she became too busy to attend meetings. Joanna said that since she worked at home by herself, she liked airing her thoughts with other people in the training programme and noticed that they had similar problems and therefore understood each other. The training programme had given her peer support and some peers had become friends. We interpret that Joanna’s active engagement with the business detached her to a great extent from the entrepreneurship training programme. By maintaining a peripheral participation in the training programme Joanna, however, had secured the social contacts she made within the programme. She committed herself strongly to her business and was making remarkable progress with it. The growth of her business limited her opportunities to commit herself to the training programme and the learning network; however, she understood it as a source of important peer support.

To summarize, a learned mindset of full exclusion and isolation from the training programme suggests that little or no learning can be derived from the community as demonstrated in Mike’s story. A willingness and ability to fully commit to the training programme, in turn, results in many learning experiences as in Phil’s story. Those who only partially commit themselves to the community of the training programme seem to understand the benefits mostly from a personal perspective. For a part-time entrepreneur, or an entrepreneur occasionally working in a salaried position, involvement in the training programme and the community of entrepreneurs enables entrepreneurs to construct a desired identity, as shown in the stories of Maria and Mary. Our findings also show how viewing entrepreneurship as heroic while experiencing it as mundane also made entrepreneurs feel like an outsider more likely to stay at the margin of the business development community or connect to the core of the socializing community of the training programme, as illustrated in Mary’s story. Simon’s and Joanna’s stories clearly demonstrate how the entrepreneurs who are most focused on developing their businesses create boundaries for their commitment to the community of the self-employed, as it may show their business in an unflattering light. In doing so, however, they value the peer support of the programme. Simon’s story also shows that some participants were disappointed with the membership profile of the training programme and therefore did not relate to it.

The findings from the empirical materials are summarized in Table 3.
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Discussion

The purpose of our paper is to generate new understanding of self-employed entrepreneurs’ commitment to a community of practice and the perceived learning derived from that commitment. We based our analysis on communities-of-practice research and on the literature on entrepreneurial learning as a social process.

The study reveals that the willingness and/or ability of individuals to fully commit to the entrepreneurship training programme is linked to the learning benefits derived from it. Concerning the commitment to the entrepreneurship programme and the community provided by it, the results show that the participants are committed to the programme and the community of self-employed entrepreneurs to different degrees. This is in line with previous community-of-practice research, which argues that individuals accept or reject opportunities to participate in their community of practice depending on the fit of those opportunities with their current sense of self (Wenger et al., 2002; Warren, 2004). Low commitment demonstrated by poor attendance at meetings was an issue admitted by several participants. Some of them strongly felt that they were different from other participants and excluded themselves not only from the learning community offered to them through the training programme, but also from other business-related communities.

On the one hand, the commitment to the training programme—and becoming a full member of the learning community—offers those participants who are not fully active in entrepreneurship an avenue to enact their entrepreneurship (Hytti and Nieminen, 2013). If the commitment to entrepreneurship does not deepen over time they may, however, move from full membership of the community to the periphery. On the other hand, those participants who are active in entrepreneurship and professional networks refuse full participation in the training programme and move away from the core of the learning community.

The study thus provides an interesting result in terms of commitment to a community of practice by revealing that entrepreneurial activities and a strong attachment to entrepreneurship may detach entrepreneurs from an entrepreneurship community. Such entrepreneurs can instead develop a stronger commitment to communities with more business-focused support. Paradoxically, the participants who most actively develop their business do not find themselves at the core of the learning community provided by the entrepreneurship training programme. For more business-oriented participants, remaining at the periphery is justified in order to maintain a distinction between the individual’s values and those of the community of the self-employed (McKeever et al., 2014; Wenger et al. 2002). For these individuals, participation in the community of self-employed entrepreneurs represents a potential liability and threat to their image as a credible entrepreneur.

Zhang and Hamilton (2010) argue that that mutual respect and trust are the key to fostering the interaction and relationships that make members committed to a community. In addition, our results reveal that building confidence and receiving emotional support are experienced as specifically vital benefits from interacting with peers in the learning community. Our study shows that this learning benefit is also important for those participants who do not fully commit themselves to the programme and the learning community offered by it, but who remain at the periphery of the favourable learning environment, which offers a space for both socializing and sharing learning experiences with peers. This diminishes feelings of isolation and loneliness, thus strengthening the self-efficacy of self-employed entrepreneurs (Zhang and Hamilton, 2010; Hägg, 2010). Learning is derived from peer group support, meeting others with the same problems, and being surrounded by like-minded people that help sustain motivation in the lonely environment of self-employed entrepreneurship. The participants expressed that the entrepreneurship training programme had helped them with their business to some extent, but it was the social interaction between peers that offered them an appropriate forum to fulfil social needs, which was highly valued. The findings are consistent with the literature on the role of social interactions in entrepreneurial learning (Jack et al., 2010; Cope and Down, 2010).

It is noteworthy that belonging to a community may also fulfil motives that do not necessarily contribute to the development of participants’ businesses. Hence, an entrepreneurship training programme may serve goals that do not necessarily contribute to entrepreneurial learning or business development (Devins et al., 2005). Becoming an entrepreneur as such was not an aspirational identity for some of the participants, but rather a catalyst for realizing a personal enthusiasm for a particular ideology or what one termed ‘talk of do-goodism’, thus constraining the potential of the learning opportunities offered to them through participation in the training programme.

This study provides several theoretical and practical implications. It offers insight into commitment and micro-firm cooperative learning, and contributes to an understanding of the way commitment to a community and social relationships facilitate learning and the development of small business activity. The study improved our understanding of the role of an entrepreneurship training programme in the development of self-employed entrepreneurs, and revealed influences on the commitment to a community of practice. In particular, the role of trust was emphasized in the study. A learning community needs to foster interaction and relationships that are based on mutual respect and trust to bring people together, inspire them to contribute, and participate (Wenger et al., 2002). The study also provides potentially important information about the intersection of commitment and entrepreneurial learning. First, the participants who most actively develop their business do not find themselves at the core of the entrepreneurs’ community provided by the training programme. This suggests a paradox in training programmes and the related learning communities: strong commitment to a learning community and the various activities may displace real entrepreneurship development activities, with energy instead being directed into seeking out professional business communities. This finding suggests a need to rethink the provision of entrepreneurship education for the self-employed. Second, our results highlight that the learning community created with self-employed participants from rather heterogeneous backgrounds and with differing needs did not represent a community of practice as it was not able to develop a joint enterprise despite serious attempts to do so. This finding further questions the role of training programmes as meaningful learning communities.

As a practical implication, we suggest that the providers of entrepreneurship training programmes will benefit from understanding the social aspect of learning and the role of peers and peer support in the design of an entrepreneurship training programme. Yet, they should also be wary of the potential dark sides of socializing within the community only, and encourage participants to engage with their customers and other stakeholders, that is, to broaden their learning environment (Taylor and Thorpe, 2004; Gibb, 1997). Many intentional communities end soon after their launch because they do not have enough energy to sustain themselves (Wenger et al., 2002), and therefore entrepreneurship educators should consider what kinds of activities will motivate participants to build a shared practice, and make people stay in the community because they become emotionally connected to it. These challenges are closely related to the question of how to support participants in a training programme to enhance learning experiences in a manner that addresses the interests and objectives of all concerned.

Future research is needed on the social aspect of entrepreneurship training programmes with particular emphasis on potentially adverse outcomes. To what extent do peers and extensive peer support lull participants into feeling satisfied with themselves instead of being active and making contacts with customers? Or, what are the consequences if the participants are highly active in the training programme and in the community of peers to the detriment of being active in their businesses? Hence, it is necessary to consider the view that a training programme may also delay or harm learning and development.

Conclusion

In our study, we explored how self-employed entrepreneurs committed themselves to an entrepreneurship training programme and to the learning community created within it, and how this commitment related to their perceptions of learning. We based our analysis on communities-of-practice research and on literature on entrepreneurial learning as a social process. The study was conducted as a comparative case study of six cases, and the data were collected through qualitative, inductive methods by interviewing and observing entrepreneurs who took part in an entrepreneurship training programme.

The study offers insight into commitment and micro-firm cooperative learning, and contributes to a deeper understanding of the way a community and social relationships facilitate or impede the learning of self-employed entrepreneurs. The results suggest that on the one hand, commitment to the training programme offers those participants who are not fully active in entrepreneurship an avenue to enact their entrepreneurship. On the other hand, those participants who are active in entrepreneurship and professional networks decline to fully participate in the training programme. Paradoxically, the participants who most actively develop their business do not find themselves at the core of the learning community provided by the entrepreneurship training programme. The study thus provides an interesting result in terms of commitment to a community of practice by revealing that entrepreneurial activities and a strong attachment to entrepreneurship may detach entrepreneurs from an entrepreneurship community. The results reveal that the participants particularly appreciated the social aspect of learning, peer support and confidence-building provided by the programme and the learning community. Belonging to a community may also satisfy motives that do not necessarily contribute to the development of participants’ businesses.

Our study has several practical implications. The programme organizers benefit from understanding the social aspect of learning in emphasizing the role of peer support, but also being wary of the potential dark sides of socializing. Therefore, more research is needed on the social aspect related to training programmes, focusing in particular on potentially adverse outcomes. Many intentional communities end soon after their launch because they do not have enough energy to sustain themselves, and therefore entrepreneurship educators should consider what kinds of (emotional) activities will motivate participants not only to stay in the community but also to contribute and care about the joint enterprise.
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