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Abstract

Early-stage entrepreneurship involves making decisions under conditions of high un-
certainty, which makes risk appetite an important component of the entrepreneurial
decision-making process. This paper analyzes the influence of non-financial factors on
risk appetite in early-stage entrepreneurship in Romania and their relevance in shaping
the entrepreneurial decision-making process. The research uses an exploratory qualita-
tive approach, based on focus groups and semi-structured interviews conducted with
entrepreneurs in the early stages of business development. The results highlight that
entrepreneurs’ risk appetite is not merely an impulsive reaction or the exclusive result of
economic reasoning, but reflects a process of evaluation and adaptation to conditions of
uncertainty, influenced by the interaction between psychological and human capital factors,
such as previous experience and entrepreneurial education. In the analyzed context, the
results suggest a moderate risk appetite of the entrepreneurs participating in the study,
which favors the adoption of entrepreneurial decisions oriented towards adaptability, con-
tinuity of activity and sustainable business development. Based on the results, the authors
propose an integrated conceptual framework that highlights the relationship between
entrepreneurial education, previous experience, psychological factors, risk appetite and
the entrepreneurial decision-making process, with implications for sustainable business
development in the context of an emerging economy.

Keywords: early-stage entrepreneurship; risk appetite; non-financial factors; entrepreneurial
decision-making; business sustainability

1. Introduction

Uncertainty has become a constant in the contemporary economic environment, and
the way entrepreneurs relate to risk significantly influences the decision-making process
and business evolution. In this context, understanding the factors that influence risk
appetite in early entrepreneurship becomes essential for the ability of entrepreneurs to
adapt to contexts with a high level of uncertainty and to ensure the sustainability of
entrepreneurial initiatives.

Not all individuals are equally inclined toward entrepreneurship. This is due to the
influence that personal and behavioral traits have on entrepreneurial appetite [1], which
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differentiates the way people act in such a context. Entrepreneurs stand out for their ability
to take the initiative, coordinate resources and monitor performance, frequently assum-
ing the role of a leader [2]. The uncertainty of the entrepreneurial environment makes
risk-taking an integral part of the decision-making process [3]. Therefore, the effects of an
entrepreneur’s action or inaction are conditioned by the level of risk assumed by the risk
appetite. Depending on the manifestation of this behavior, the results can vary from success
to failure. Risk appetite is often studied from an economic perspective, being associated
with classical decision-making theories and, in particular, the expected utility theory, which
explains risk-taking by relating it to financial efficiency and profit maximization [4]. This
perspective assumes rational behavior, based on probabilistic assessments. However, such
an approach fails to fully capture the complexity of entrepreneurial behavior, especially
under conditions of high uncertainty [5]. If entrepreneurial decisions were based solely on
maximizing financial utility, the high probability of failure associated with startups would
discourage entrepreneurial initiative. However, entrepreneurs continue to take risks, even
when the probability of failure is high. This indicates that entrepreneurial decisions cannot
be explained solely by economic rationality but also involve other factors [6] that influence
how risks are managed in relation to long-term objectives and lead to better-founded deci-
sions [7]. Thus, non-financial factors can significantly influence entrepreneurial behavior
and support internal motivations, as well as the ability to act under conditions of uncer-
tainty [8]. Entrepreneurs are often willing to prioritize non-financial motivations, such as
the desire for independence or the need for achievement, even at the expense of financial
gains [9]. This is especially relevant in the case of sustainability-oriented entrepreneurship,
where the objectives go beyond the economic dimension [10]. Psychological factors, such
as self-efficacy, resilience or tolerance for ambiguity, influence how individuals perceive
risky situations. In contrast, the fear of failure can limit entrepreneurial initiative [11]. At
the same time, human capital factors are equally relevant. Entrepreneurship education and
previous experience contribute to the development of skills for analyzing and evaluating
uncertain contexts [12] and to improving the capacity for risk assessment [13,14]. Thus,
the sustainability of entrepreneurial initiatives does not depend exclusively on financial
resources, but also on the ability of entrepreneurs to adapt to an uncertain context, to
manage risks and to correctly assess opportunities.

In the context of entrepreneurship specific to emerging economies in Central and
Eastern Europe, there is a higher level of uncertainty avoidance and a stronger influence
of the social environment on individual decisions [15]. In this context, family, society
and professional networks can significantly influence entrepreneurial behavior and risk
perception [16,17]. At the same time, limited access to resources and information, as well
as limited experience in the entrepreneurial environment, contribute to shaping specific
characteristics of entrepreneurs in this area [18]. Research highlights the fact that they attach
greater importance to social support compared to those in Western economies [19]. Beyond
these contextual influences, the literature emphasizes the determining role of psychological
factors in explaining entrepreneurial risk appetite [20] and their influence on ability to
effectively manage resources [21]. Therefore, understanding how non-financial factors
shape risk perception and management is significant for making sustainable entrepreneurial
decisions, oriented towards long-term business development. In the case of entrepreneurs
in the early stages of business development, the influence of non-financial factors becomes
even more significant. The perception of risk is shaped not only by enthusiasm, optimism
and the desire for independence, but also by lack of experience, limited resources and
insufficiently developed professional networks [22]. Based on these considerations, this
research aims to analyze the influence of non-financial factors on risk appetite in early
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entrepreneurship in Romania, highlighting their relevance in shaping the entrepreneurial
decision-making process, with implications for the sustainable development of the business.

Two qualitative research methods were used in the study, namely: the focus group
method and the semi-directive individual interview method. The participants were
chosen based on the list of students enrolled in the “Postgraduate Program—Up to
start—entrepreneurial skills”, within the Faculty of Economic Sciences and Business Ad-
ministration of Transilvania University of Brasov, Romania, entrepreneurs in the early
stages of business development, who are following a postgraduate program to develop
their entrepreneurial skills.

Research results indicate that psychological traits, such as self-efficacy, resilience, toler-
ance for ambiguity, optimism, and proactivity, influence how entrepreneurs perceive and
manage uncertainty, contributing to the development of a more balanced and controlled
approach to risk. At the same time, previous experience and entrepreneurial education
contribute to the development of the capacity to assess and manage risk and make en-
trepreneurial decisions under conditions of uncertainty.

Although psychological and human capital factors are frequently associated with risk-
taking behavior, previous studies have predominantly analyzed their effects separately [23-25].
Therefore, further research is needed to better understand how the interaction between these
factors shapes risk appetite and decision-making, as well as the implications of these mech-
anisms for sustainable business development. This limitation is even more pronounced in
the case of emerging economies, such as Romania, where research on this topic is limited,
especially regarding entrepreneurs in the early stages of business development.

The paper contributes to the development of the current state of knowledge regarding
early entrepreneurship by highlighting the integrated role of non-financial factors in the
configuration of risk appetite and in the entrepreneurial decision-making process, with
implications for business sustainability. Based on the research results, an integrated con-
ceptual framework of non-financial factors was developed, which provides an explanatory
perspective on the relationship between entrepreneurial education, previous experience,
psychological factors, risk appetite and the entrepreneurial decision-making process, based
on empirical evidence from an emerging economy. Also, the results can offer interesting
perspectives to entrepreneurs, educators and decision-makers regarding the importance
of non-financial factors in developing entrepreneurial skills and supporting sustainable
entrepreneurial initiatives.

The paper is further structured as follows: Section 2 presents the theoretical framework
and literature review; Section 3 explains the research methodology; Section 4 presents and
discusses the research results; and Section 5 is dedicated to the conclusions, implications,
limitations and future research directions.

2. Literature Review

In recent years, the economic transformations associated with the transition to Industry
5.0 [26] have increasingly emphasized individual initiative and the ability to transform ideas
into real opportunities for capitalization. In this context, entrepreneurial activity represents
the main mechanism through which opportunities are identified and capitalized on. En-
trepreneurship is defined in the literature as a process of action carried out under conditions
of uncertainty [27], in which decisions are made in the absence of complete information or
clearly defined probabilities [28]. From this perspective, risk is not a secondary element,
but becomes an essential condition of entrepreneurial activity, being directly linked to the
identification and exploitation of economic opportunities [29]. Under these conditions,
entrepreneurs do not react to a universally valid form of risk but identify it according to
each person’s perception [30]. In this sense, entrepreneurial decisions are influenced by
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cognitive mechanisms, such as biases and subjective interpretations of uncertainty [31,32].
This means that the way in which risk is perceived becomes as important as its objective
level. Consequently, the entrepreneurial decision-making process becomes complex, being
influenced by experience, knowledge and how entrepreneurs understand the environment
they operate in [33,34]. This explains why some individuals choose to start businesses even
in conditions where the probability of failure is high [35]. Moreover, the literature suggests
that uncertainty should not be viewed exclusively as a constraint, but can also represent a
source of opportunity, as it creates space for initiative and innovation [36,37]. At the same
time, entrepreneurial risk guides entrepreneurs towards identifying needs and capitalizing
on sustainable opportunities [38,39]. Thus, risk cannot be reduced to a strictly economic
variable, being treated as a central dimension of entrepreneurial behavior [40], which
determines both the initiation of a business and the way it is developed over time [41,42].

Risk appetite is presented in the literature as a person’s tendency to engage in risky
behaviors [43] and to assume risks in a decision-making context [44]. This trait plays an
essential role in individuals’ orientation towards entrepreneurship, influencing both the
decisions made based on the assessment of anticipated benefits and potential losses [45], and
the way in which the firm’s strategy is built [46]. Therefore, what makes the difference in this
process is the individual perception [47], which determines how some individuals identify and
capitalize on opportunities in contexts that others perceive as risky or unfavorable [48]. This
inclination differs from one person to another, as it is influenced by individual characteristics
and the way uncertainty is managed [49]. Entrepreneurs who demonstrate a higher level of
risk appetite are more likely to act under conditions of uncertainty, assuming risks to capitalize
on opportunities with high potential [50,51]. The tendency is supported by a more favorable
perception of risky outcomes [52]. In turn, entrepreneurs characterized by risk aversion tend
to avoid uncertain situations and adopt conservative decisions, oriented towards reducing
losses [53]. The literature also highlights the category of entrepreneurs who demonstrate
a moderate risk appetite. They evaluate both risks and benefits in a balanced manner in
order to identify opportunities that are viable in the long term [54]. This middle category is
represented, in particular, by experienced entrepreneurs, who have reached a certain level of
maturity in business and have the ability to effectively manage uncertainty [55]. This ability
results of learning processes and adaptation to uncertain business contexts [56]. Therefore,
entrepreneurs’ risk appetite and the way they manage uncertainty are influenced not only by
economic factors, but also by individual psychological factors, experience, level of knowledge
and the way they relate to the environment in which they operate [21,57]. Psychological traits,
such as tolerance for ambiguity, self-efficacy, resilience, optimism, and proactivity [58,59],
play a determining role in explaining differences in the manifestation of risk appetite among
entrepreneurs [60]. Thus, entrepreneurs with a high level of tolerance for ambiguity, reflected
by the individual’s ability to accept unclear, uncertain or incomplete situations [61], are
more likely to make risky decisions [62,63]. In turn, self-efficacy denotes the confidence that
entrepreneurs have in their own ability to manage difficult situations, perceiving risk as easier
to control [64]. A high level of self-efficacy is associated with success-oriented entrepreneurial
behaviors [65] and is also correlated with a greater openness to taking risks in contexts with
a high level of uncertainty [66]. At the same time, resilience supports the risk appetite in
difficult conditions, through the ability to return to balance, adapt and maintain activity,
allowing entrepreneurs to remain involved and persist in continuing their entrepreneurial
activity [67,68]. On the other hand, optimistic entrepreneurs tend to perceive the chances of
success more favorably, which can support the risk appetite [69,70]. In addition, proactivity,
defined as initiative orientation and the ability to anticipate changes [71], is associated with
initiating and capitalizing on entrepreneurial opportunities [72]. This psychological trait may
contribute to increasing entrepreneurs’ risk appetite in dynamic and uncertain contexts [73].
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Thus, the literature highlights the fact that psychological factors are important determinants
of entrepreneurial behavior [74], shaping entrepreneurs’ perception of risk [75], as well as
their intentions and willingness to assume it [69,76].

Along with psychological traits, human capital factors, such as entrepreneurial experi-
ence and education, contribute to shaping risk appetite, influencing how entrepreneurs man-
age uncertainty and make decisions relevant to long-term business development [45,77,78].
In this sense, prior experience facilitates the development of cognitive skills and mecha-
nisms, acquired over time through exposure to diverse events and situations, which influ-
ence how entrepreneurs interpret uncertain situations, react to the context [79] and take
risks [80,81]. At the same time, entrepreneurial education contributes to the accumulation
of knowledge and the development of skills [82,83] relevant to long-term entrepreneurial be-
havior [84]. It also indirectly influences risk perception [85] and entrepreneurs’ willingness
to make decisions under conditions of uncertainty [86,87].

Recent empirical studies highlight that human capital development strengthens the
capacity for innovation, adaptation, and long-term value creation, thereby supporting
sustainable business development [88]. Established theories, such as Human Capital The-
ory [89], provide a theoretical foundation for these perspectives, considering education and
previous experience as components of human capital that contribute to the development of
the knowledge, skills, and abilities necessary to assess risks and support entrepreneurial
decisions. At the same time, the Upper Echelons Theory [90] claims that the psychological
and cognitive characteristics of leaders and entrepreneurs influence the way risk is per-
ceived and evaluated, with effects on strategic decisions and organizational performance,
a perspective also confirmed by the meta-analysis carried out by [91]. Therefore, these
theoretical foundations and the analyzed empirical studies support the conclusion that
entrepreneurial education, prior experience, and psychological characteristics influence
risk appetite and the entrepreneurial decision-making process. In this context, the recent
literature highlights that the way entrepreneurs assess and manage risk can influence the
adoption of development-oriented decisions in sustainable business [7,10].

3. Methodology

The following research objectives were established starting from the research questions:
(1) How do psychological traits influence the risk appetite of entrepreneurs in the early
stages of business development? (2) What is the role of previous experience in shaping
the risk appetite and decision-making process in early entrepreneurship? (3) How does
entrepreneurial education contribute to the formation of the risk appetite of entrepreneurs
in the early stages of business development?

O1. Analysis of how psychological factors influence the risk appetite of entrepreneurs in
the early stages of business development.

02. Examination of how prior experience influences the risk appetite and decision-making
process in early entrepreneurship.

O3. Investigation of the role of entrepreneurial education in shaping the risk appetite of
entrepreneurs in the early stages of business development.

Given the formulated objectives, which require an in-depth investigation of the re-
searched aspects, we considered that qualitative research is suitable for this scientific
endeavor. The advantages of qualitative research for the in-depth understanding of the
phenomena studied are confirmed in the literature [92,93]. In addition, qualitative research
allows a clearer understanding of the analyzed phenomenon, by relating it to the context in
which it manifests itself, by using various data sources [94].

We used two qualitative research methods in our study, namely: the focus group
method and the semi-directive individual interview method.
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The focus group method was chosen to generate collective ideas on how en-
trepreneurs consider, think or act in relation to risk, reflecting perceptions of entrepreneurial
experiences [95]. We believe that this method is valuable for this study because the partici-
pants are entrepreneurs at the beginning of their journey, and through collective interaction
they can have different perspectives on the phenomenon analyzed [96]. The semi-directive
interviews, applied later, allowed for a deeper exploration of the experiences and percep-
tions of the respondents individually, providing the guarantee that all relevant topics were
covered and the behaviors were correctly understood, without being influenced by the
group dynamics [97].

The research was conducted in two stages using the methods described above. Data
was collected, in the first stage, in January 2026, when the two focus groups took place,
and, in the second stage, in the period February—March 2026, when the semi-structured
interviews took place. The selection of participants was carried out using a purposive
sampling method; they were chosen based on their relevance to the researched topic [98,99].

The participants were chosen based on the list of students enrolled in the “Postgraduate
Program—~Up to start—entrepreneurial skills”, within the Faculty of Economic Sciences
and Business Administration of Transilvania University of Brasov, Romania. The program
is aimed at people who own or manage a business and aims to develop entrepreneurial
skills. Therefore, within this program, learners have the opportunity to develop their skills,
expand their networking network, and more effectively identify business opportunities.

The research was conducted in compliance with ethical principles. Participants were
informed about the context and objectives of the study, as well as the voluntary nature of
participation. Participants were also informed about the possibility of withdrawing their
consent at any time. The operators requested explicit consent regarding the recording of the
discussions. Throughout the discussions, participants were encouraged to freely express
their opinions and beliefs.

The sample consisted of 18 participants, early-stage entrepreneurs with an en-
trepreneurial experience ranging from 6 months to 3 years. Although the number of
participants is relatively small, it is considered adequate for a qualitative approach. The
literature suggests that, in the case of relatively homogeneous samples, thematic saturation
can be reached after approximately 12 interviews [100]. At the same time, the justification
of the sample size in qualitative research is evaluated in relation to the achievement of
theoretical saturation and the informational richness of the data obtained, rather than
based on statistical rules [101]. In our cases, additional interviews did not yield new in-
formation or insights relevant to the objectives pursued, indicating the achievement of
thematic saturation.

Table 1 presents the sample distribution by industry sector, business sub-sector, and
venture operational age. The authors aimed for the sample structure to be representative of
businesses from different fields.

Table 1. Sample distribution by industry sector, business sub-sector, and venture operational age.

Industry . .. Venture
Sector Business Sub-Sector Participant Operational Age
Clothing retail (online store) P1 1 year 1 month

Cosmetics and personal care

retail (online) P2 2 years
Trade
P3 2 years 11 months
Consumer electronics retail P4 8 months
P5 10 months
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Table 1. Cont.

Industry . .. Venture
Sector Business Sub-Sector Participant Operational Age
P6 9 th.
Digital marketing services o
p7 1 year 4 months
Services Human resources consulting P8 2 years 2 months
Accounting and financial P9 2 years 7 months

consulting

Business and management P10 2 years 3 months

consulting
IT/Consulting cof dovel dweb
) tv.van.e eve opment and we P11 10 months
application services
. Rural tourism and guesthouse P12 11 months
Tourism .
services P13 2 years 5 months
) Organic vegetable farming P14 1 year 8 months
Agriculture
Beekeeping and honey production P15 2 years 9 months
C . Residential construction and P16 7 months
onstruction . .
renovation services P17 2 years 2 months
Industry Metal product manufacturing P18 2 years 6 months

The data summarized in Table 2 highlight that the majority of participants (66.7%)
have been running businesses for between one and three years, while 33.3% have been
engaged in entrepreneurial activities for less than a year.

Table 2. Sample distribution by venture operational age.

Characteristic Frequency (n) Percentage (%)
Venture age < 1 year 6 33.3
Venture age 1-3 years 12 66.7

In the first stage of the research, two focus groups were organized, each consisting of
nine participants per group. The smooth conduct of the discussions was ensured by two
moderators based on a semi-structured interview guide, in accordance with the research
objectives. The interview guide included open-ended questions regarding non-financial
factors considered relevant in shaping entrepreneurs’ risk appetite. The moderators’ interest
focused on exploring risk appetite by investigating how the study participants describe the
influence of psychological characteristics, entrepreneurial experience, and entrepreneurial
education on risk perception and assessment, uncertainty management, and entrepreneurial
decision-making. Subsequently, in the second stage of the research, the 18 individuals
participated in in-depth individual interviews. The interviews were conducted face-to-
face and online, depending on the participants’ availability, and were moderated by the
paper’s authors. The interviews were designed to capture, in depth, the participants’
entrepreneurial experiences with risk-taking and decision-making in contexts characterized
by uncertainty. The entrepreneurs were asked to discuss how they make decisions in
such situations and the role of psychological characteristics in the way they perceive and
respond to risk. Subsequently, the discussion was oriented towards the role of previous
experience in developing the capacity to assess and manage risks and to make decisions in
uncertain situations. Finally, the participants were invited to discuss the contribution of
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entrepreneurship education to the development of knowledge and skills in analyzing and
assessing risks.

The data analysis went through the specific stages of qualitative research, using content
analysis [102]. The recorded data were sorted, structured and coded. Significant content
was simplified by eliminating redundant information and was organized into analysis
categories. Coding was achieved by identifying and grouping recurring ideas and concepts
relevant to the research objectives. The main and secondary categories were identified
based on the frequency of occurrence and repetition of certain ideas and concepts [103].
Subsequently, these were iteratively revised by the authors until consensus was reached on
the interpretation and classification of the data. The qualitative analysis software NVivo 15
was used to process the data. The results were presented in a manner specific to qualitative
research by describing and interpreting the identified categories, supported by examples
and representative quotes drawn from participants’ responses. The credibi-lity of the
research results was tested by using methodological triangulation [104]. The information
gained from the focus groups was compared with the results from the semi-structured
interviews to achieve convergence of ideas and consistency across the identified categories.

The research flowchart is shown in Figure 1.

CONTEXT SELECTION QUESTIONS OBJECTIVES EXPLORATORY APPROACH

T i
1 i
| i

ESE H 3 S PLE ! SEARC] ESEARC] ! 3 JALITATIVE

RESEARCH 1 SAMPLE H RESEARCH Qauy RESEARCH QUALITATIVE RESEARCH DESIGN
1
1 |
£ J
1

,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,

l I

IN-DEPTH SEMI-
STRUCTURED INTERVIEWS

| ]

{ 1

FOCUS GROUP

DATA ANALYSIS ‘ DATA PROCESSING

!

RESULTS & INTERPRETATION —>  CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

Figure 1. Research flowchart.

4. Results and Discussion

The results obtained were structured according to the research objectives pursued.

O1. Analysis of how psychological factors influence the risk appetite of entrepreneurs
in the early stages of business development

Semi-structured interviews and focus group discussions highlighted the fact that
psychological factors directly influence the risk appetite of entrepreneurs participating in
the research. The analysis carried out using NVivo software allowed the identification
of five major psychological factors associated with risk-taking behavior: resilience, self-
efficacy, tolerance for ambiguity, proactivity and optimism. The frequency distribution of
psychological factors identified through content analysis is described in Table 3.

The frequency analysis of thematic codes highlighted resilience as one of the most
frequently mentioned factors. In explaining this dimension, adaptability stands out as one
of the most relevant components of entrepreneurial behavior in contexts of uncertainty. As
participant P13 explained, “Even if I lost an opportunity, I adapt and prepare to identify
another”, illustrating how resilience and adaptability support entrepreneurial decision-
making under conditions of risk. Similar responses indicate a high capacity to bounce
back after failure among the study participants, this reaction initially manifesting itself
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at an emotional level and later transforming into a motivational factor for action under
conditions of change and pressure. Respondents perceived risk as an inherent component
of entrepreneurial activity and business development rather than as an obstacle to action.
“I have to move forward, taking into account the existing risks, and ensure the continuity
of the business”, stated participant P17. This perspective is consistent with previous
research highlighting the importance of resilience, adaptability, and business continuity in
contexts characterized by uncertainty [67]. Therefore, resilience contributes to shaping risk
appetite, favoring entrepreneurs’ willingness to capitalize on opportunities and continue
their activity despite the difficulties encountered. At the same time, resilience supports
the entrepreneurial decision-making process in contexts characterized by uncertainty, by
strengthening the capacity for adaptation, perseverance and the ability to manage the
challenges inherent in the business environment. The results highlight the role of resilience
in shaping risk appetite and maintaining decision-making balance in entrepreneurial
contexts characterized by uncertainty and are consistent with the findings of previous
studies in the literature [68].

Table 3. Frequency distribution of psychological factors identified through qualitative content

analysis.
Psychological Factors Identified o
Through Content Analysis Frequency (n) Percentage (%)

Resilience 24 25.3

Self-efficacy 24 25.3

Tolerance to ambiguity 18 18.9
Proactivity 18 18.9

Optimism 11 11.6

Self-efficacy is as important as resilience in defining entrepreneurial behavior. Most
respondents emphasized confidence in one’s own decisions and the ability to manage
risks in a controlled manner. As participant P10 explained, “I carefully analyze the risks
and, if I am willing to take them, I do so”, highlighting an approach based on careful
risk assessment before making decisions under conditions of uncertainty. This finding
supports the results reported by Shukla and Kumar [64], according to which a high level of
entrepreneurial self-efficacy favors controlled risk-taking and supports the decision-making
process. The study participants demonstrate a good perception of one’s own ability to
manage uncertain situations and a high level of confidence in the decisions made. “I am
confident in the decisions I make in situations of uncertainty because I know my capabilities
and my limits”, said participant P9. Respondents believe that self-efficacy influences risk
appetite by relating decisions to one’s own ability to evaluate, manage and control uncertain
situations. This perception favors taking the initiative and supports involvement in contexts
characterized by uncertainty. On the other hand, these aspects contribute to entrepreneurial
decision-making and the effective exploitation of entrepreneurial opportunities, consistent
with the findings of previous studies [65,66].

Risk-taking is not impulsive, but is based on a realistic assessment of risks, man-
agement of uncertainty, and a balanced approach to decisions, which reflects a moderate
risk appetite.

Tolerance for ambiguity was described by a significant part of the participants as the
ability to act in situations characterized by lack of clarity and incomplete information. “I
can continue to act even when I do not have sufficient information”, stated participant
P6. In the opinion of the respondents, tolerance for ambiguity is a behavior that must be
assumed in entrepreneurial activity, which reflects a good ability to adapt to uncertainty
and to contexts characterized by incomplete information. A high tolerance for uncertainty
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can favor the assumption of a calculated risk and the adoption of decisions in situations
characterized by a lack of predictability. However, some respondents expressed feelings of
discomfort and difficulty in making decisions when they do not have sufficient information,
an aspect that suggests the existence of limits in tolerating ambiguity and in managing
uncertain contexts. “It is not easy for me to make decisions in situations where I do not
have the necessary information. I evaluate them very carefully in order to be able to
prevent and reduce the risks to which the business is exposed”, mentioned participant
P16. These reactions suggest that the low level of information clarity tempers risk appetite,
leading to cautious decision-making behavior in uncertain and unpredictable situations.
Therefore, the level of tolerance for ambiguity may be a factor with an important role in
shaping risk appetite. It may influence the way entrepreneurs perceive, evaluate, and
manage situations of uncertainty inherent in the business environment, as also suggested
by previous studies [61-63].

With regard to proactivity, respondents associated it with the ability to anticipate
contextual changes, to capitalize on opportunities to initiate actions and to identify adaptive
solutions to meet the challenges of the business environment. In this context, participant
P8 emphasized that “if you are only reactive, you spend the whole day solving problems,”
while participant P10 considered it essential “to anticipate several steps ahead.” Participant
P3 stated, “I look for opportunities even in risky times,” highlighting a proactive approach
in situations perceived as unfavorable and risky. Similarly, participant P11 emphasized, “If
we identify an opportunity, we must analyze it quickly, take the risk, and act first instead of
waiting for someone else to do it for us.” This behavior suggests initiative, willingness to
assume risk and the ability to capitalize on opportunities before they are exploited by other
market players. At the same time, the results show that this orientation is not impulsive
but is supported by processes of analysis and anticipation of consequences. The responses
of the study participants reveal that they act especially in situations where the existence
of a real opportunity is perceived. This finding suggests that risk-taking is calculated,
and shaped by the specific context, as well as by entrepreneurs’ ability to identify and
capitalize on favorable opportunities at the appropriate time as also suggested by previous
studies [58,59]. The proactive behaviors identified among the respondents contribute to
strengthening the capacity to adapt and identify opportunities in contexts of uncertainty.
At the same time, proactivity seems to influence the risk appetite, favoring the willingness
of entrepreneurs to act in uncertain conditions, which is also suggested by the findings of
other studies [71]. The responses of the study participants reveal their orientation towards
assuming a calculated risk in capitalizing on opportunities in uncertain contexts. They
highlighted the fact that decisions are made only after careful assessment of potential
consequences and anticipated benefits, which suggests a moderate risk appetite and a
balanced approach to uncertainty [72].

Regarding optimism, it appears with a lower frequency in the participants’ responses,
compared to the other factors analyzed. However, the interviewed subjects describe it
as the trait that supports confidence in the future of the business and in their ability
to manage challenges and overcome difficult situations. In the case of the majority of
respondents, optimism manifests itself in a moderate form and anchored in reality. “A
positive attitude helps me to face difficult situations with more confidence in my strengths
and more inner balance”, said respondent P15. The results show that optimism contributes
to maintaining motivation, favoring entrepreneurial behavior oriented towards initiative
and the capitalization of opportunities, only to the extent that it is accompanied by a
realistic assessment of the entrepreneurial context. In this sense, optimism does not directly
influence the risk appetite [69] but rather supports the maintenance of involvement and
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perseverance in continuing the activity in difficult contexts, characterized by a high level of
uncertainty [70].

Therefore, these findings are consistent with the literature [60,67,73], which highlights
the role of psychological factors in shaping risk appetite.

The main psychological factors identified by respondents as shaping entrepreneurial
risk appetite and their frequency distribution are presented in Figure 2.

Psychological factors identified through content analysis

RESILIENCE

SELE-EFFICACY
TOLERANCE TO AMBIGUITY
PROACTIVITY

OPTIMISM

0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14 16 18 20 22 24 26

® Frequency (n)

Figure 2. Frequency distribution of the psychological factors shaping entrepreneurial risk appetite.

02. Examining how prior experience influences risk appetite and decision-making in
early entrepreneurship

The qualitative content analysis identified four main dimensions through which
prior experience shapes entrepreneurial risk appetite and entrepreneurial decision-making;:
learning from experience, risk assessment, adaptation to uncertainty and informed decision-
making. Table 4 presents the frequency distribution of these factors.

Table 4. Frequency distribution of prior experience factors identified through qualitative content
analysis.

Prior Experience Factors Frequency (n) Percentage (%)
Learning from experience 25 31.3
Risk assessment 22 27.5
Adaptation to uncertainty 18 22,5
Informed decision-making 15 18.8

From the perspective of the entrepreneurs participating in the study, prior experi-
ence plays an important role in developing the ability to assess and manage risks, while
helping entrepreneurs base their learning decisions on previously accumulated experience.
“Prior experiences helped me to better understand business risks and make well-founded
decisions,” stated participant P17. Respondents associate prior experience with the devel-
opment of skills that contribute to a more efficient assessment of available alternatives and
to the anticipation of possible consequences of decisions. Participants linked their prior
professional experience to important business skills, such as “logical thinking, critical think-
ing and planning,” highlighted by participant P1, and “the ability to build relationships
with people and suppliers,” emphasized by participant P8. As participant P10 explained,
“I analyze the worst and best scenarios and compare the options,”. At the same time, the
participants’ responses reflect the fact that prior experience facilitates better adaptation
to contexts with a high level of uncertainty, contributing to the efficient assessment and
management of risks. The research subjects believe that the experience gained from facing
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previous challenges supports the decision-making process by adopting better-founded
decisions in relation to market conditions, available resources and existing constraints,
with implications for long-term business development. “Prior experience helped me to
correctly analyze the current economic context and to decide, in the current uncertain
conditions, what I need to change in the business model to ensure that I will survive in the
market in the long term,” stated participant P15. The results show that prior experience
contributes to the development of the capacity to analyze and manage uncertain situations,
influencing the risk appetite and the entrepreneurial decision-making process, findings
supported by other research in the field [79,80]. Participants further emphasized that prior
experience relevant because it helped them “analyze and prevent risks,” as emphasized
by participant P18, or develop “an action plan” when risk avoidance was not possible, as
stated by participant P8. These findings align with those of Peng, Chang and Liu [80], who
argue that prior experience strengthens entrepreneurs’ ability to assess and respond to risk,
thereby supporting more effective decision-making under conditions of uncertainty.

In the case of the entrepreneurs participating in the study, prior experience favors a
moderate risk appetite, manifested by a balanced approach to situations of uncertainty
and by a decision-making process oriented towards adaptation, continuity and sustainable
development of the business. At the same time, the results highlight the fact that the
influence of experience on entrepreneurial behavior and on their risk orientation is not
uniform. It depends on the way entrepreneurs interpret and capitalize on the experience
accumulated in managing uncertain contexts, which is also shown by the findings of other
studies [81].

The main prior experience factors shaping entrepreneurial risk appetite and en-
trepreneurial decision-making and their frequency distribution are presented in Figure 3.

Prior experience factors

LEARNING FROM EXPERIENCE
RISK ASSESSMENT
ADAPTATION TO UNCERTAINTY

INFORMED DECISION-MAKING

| | |
0 5) 10 15 20 25 30

® Frequency (n)

Figure 3. Frequency distribution of the prior experience factors shaping entrepreneurial risk appetite
and entrepreneurial decision-making.

03. Investigating the role of entrepreneurship education in shaping the risk appetite
of entrepreneurs in early stages of business development

The qualitative content analysis identified four main dimensions through which
entrepreneurial education shapes entrepreneurial risk appetite: entrepreneurial knowledge,
analysis and planning, opportunity assessment and risk management. Table 5 presents the
frequency distribution of these factors.

The research results revealed that all individuals included in the research highlighted
the role of entrepreneurship education in shaping risk appetite. The ideas expressed by
the respondents highlight several key aspects regarding the investigated issue, including
the development of risk analysis and assessment skills in uncertain contexts, improved
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decision-making in situations characterized by uncertainty and the complementarity be-
tween formal and informal learning in shaping entrepreneurial behavior and risk appetite.
The respondents perceive entrepreneurship education as an important factor in developing
the capacity to adapt to and understand contexts characterized by uncertainty. They also
believe that it contributes to improving the knowledge and skills necessary to analyze
business opportunities and manage the associated risks “After the courses I took, I began
to understand the risks associated with the business more clearly and to be more atten-
tive to their analysis before making important decisions,” said participant P11. In most
responses, the development of risk analysis and opportunity assessment skills is associated
with improving the ability to make decisions under conditions of uncertainty. “What I
have learned and the experience I have gained helps me adapt more easily to the business
context, to correctly assess risks and to make decisions that strengthen the business on
the market,” explained participant P14. In this way, opportunity assessment and risk
management becomes part of a more structured and controlled decision-making process,
oriented towards adaptation and maintaining the continuity of entrepreneurial activity, as
also suggested by the findings of previous studies [82,83].

Table 5. Frequency distribution of entrepreneurial education factors identified through qualitative
content analysis.

Entrepreneurial Education Factors Frequency (n) Percentage (%)
Entrepreneurial knowledge 26 33.3
Analysis and planning 20 25.6
Opportunity assessment 18 23.1
Risk management 14 17.9

The findings also suggest that respondents perceive entrepreneurial education as
a combination of formal learning and experiential learning. The participants indicated
mentoring, practical experience, individual study, participation in business events as forms
that complement formal education and contribute to the development of more efficient
mechanisms for risk perception and managing specific business challenges. Participant P7
compared these forms of learning to “pieces of my entrepreneurial puzzle”, highlighting
the importance of integrating different learning experiences. Participant P5 acknowledged,
“I know I still have a lot to learn,” emphasizing openness to continuous learning. Simi-
larly, participant P8 stated, “The courses I took in college provided me with the necessary
theoretical foundation, but mentoring and interaction with successful entrepreneurs truly
influenced the way I approach uncertain situations and risk”. Participants considered that
entrepreneurship education helped them understand “where it is worth taking risks and
where it is not,” as emphasized by participant P9, enabling them to take “calculated risks,”
as stated by participant P18, and to manage entrepreneurial decisions more effectively.
Therefore, the findings indicate that entrepreneurial education contributes to shaping the
risk appetite of the entrepreneurs participating in the study by developing the knowledge,
skills and capabilities necessary to assess and manage situations characterized by uncer-
tainty. This favors the adoption of entrepreneurial behavior based on analysis, assessment
and responsible risk management. These findings are consistent with those reported by
Arpianen and Kurczewska [56], who show that experiential entrepreneurship education
strengthens individuals” ability to cope with uncertainty and supports a more controlled
approach to risk-taking and the evaluation of entrepreneurial opportunities. The findings
of other studies, show that entrepreneurship education contributes to the development of
the knowledge and skills required to evaluate opportunities and manage uncertainty. It also
consolidates the competencies involved in the entrepreneurial decision-making process,
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indirectly influencing how entrepreneurs perceive and respond to risk [84,85,87]. In this
sense, entrepreneurship education supports a more balanced decision-making process
under conditions of uncertainty, oriented both towards capitalizing on opportunities and
ensuring business continuity, resilience and sustainability.

The main entrepreneurial education factors identified by respondents as shaping
entrepreneurial risk appetite and their frequency distribution are presented in Figure 4.

Entrepreneurial education factors

ENTREPRENEURIAL KNOWLEDGE
ANALYSIS AND PLANNING
OPPORTUNITY ASSESSMENT

RISK MANAGEMENT

|
0 5 10 15 20 25) 30

m Frequency (n)

Figure 4. Frequency distribution of the entrepreneurial education factors shaping entrepreneurial
risk appetite.

The main results of the research are summarized in Table 6. It highlights the categories
and subcategories identified through content analysis, as well as their contribution to
shaping the risk appetite of the entrepreneurs participating in the study.

Table 6. Synthesis of the main categories and subcategories influencing entrepreneurial risk appetite.

Main Catego Identified Contribution to Entrepreneurial
gory Subcategories Risk Appetite
It promotes adaptation to
Resilience; self-efficacy; uncertainty, strengthens
Psychological Factors tolerance for ambiguity; confidence, and enhances the
proactivity; optimism.  ability to manage risks in a
controlled manner.
Learning from It develops the ability to evaluate
experience; risk alternatives and anticipate
. . assessment; adaptation = consequences, favoring balanced
Previous Experience . . . 2.
to uncertainty; risk reporting and decisions
informed oriented towards adaptation and
decision-making. business continuity.
It contributes to the development
Entrepreneurial of risk assessment and
. knowledge; analysis management skills, fostering a
Entrepreneurial . . .
. and planning; risk appetite based on the
Education . . .
opportunity assessment; analysis, evaluation and
risk management. responsible management

of uncertainty.

The results of the content analysis highlight that psychological factors, previous
experience, and entrepreneurial education do not act independently but interact and
complement one another in shaping entrepreneurs’ risk appetite in the early stages of
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ENTREPRENEURIAL
EDUCATION

business development. The relationships identified among these categories formed the
basis for developing the conceptual framework presented in Figure 5.

PSYCHOLOGICAL
PRIOR FACTORS DECISION-MAKING PROCESS
EXPERIENCE .S,

COGNITIVE ABILITIES Optimism

& Risk understanding
& Analytical thinking

&cision-making capabilities

‘Lm:erpretation of uncertainty

Resilience — Prudence Adaptability
. Efficient Long-term
Self-efficacy Tolerance to resource use orientation
amibiguity
: - J

!

SUSTAINABLE BUSINESS |
DEVELOPMENT o

l (RESPONSIBLE USE OF RESOURCES

Proactivity

RISK APPETITE ( LONG-TERM RESILIENCE )
. J

Figure 5. Conceptual framework of the non-financial factors involved in modeling risk appetite and
the entrepreneurial decision-making process.

The starting point in building the conceptual framework is entrepreneurial educa-
tion and previous experience. Entrepreneurial education supports the development of
the capacity to analyze, evaluate and anticipate risks, providing useful knowledge for
substantiating decisions. At the same time, previous experience facilitates understanding
and a balanced approach to uncertain situations and the adaptation of decisions depending
on the context.

On this basis, entrepreneurs in the early stages of business form and develop a series of
cognitive capacities that influence the psychological dimension of entrepreneurial behavior.
From this perspective, resilience supports the ability to adapt and maintain activity in diffi-
cult contexts, self-efficacy strengthens confidence in one’s own ability to manage uncertain
situations, and tolerance for ambiguity facilitates the management of contexts characterized
by a lack of clarity and insufficient information. At the same time, proactivity supports ini-
tiative and the capitalization of opportunities in conditions of uncertainty, while optimism
contributes to maintaining motivation and confidence in the ability to face challenges and
changes in the entrepreneurial environment. These psychological dimensions influence
the risk appetite of entrepreneurs in the early stages of business development and shape
the entrepreneurial decision-making process. The research results suggest a moderate risk
appetite of the entrepreneurs participating in the study, characterized by assuming calcu-
lated risks based on analysis, evaluation and anticipation of consequences. This profile is
reflected in entrepreneurial decision-making by fostering well-informed decisions oriented
toward adaptability, careful opportunity evaluation, and responsible risk management,
with implications for sustainable business development. Such a decision-making process,
characterized by a moderate risk appetite, supports sustainable business development by
strengthening long-term business resilience and promoting the responsible use of resources.

Compared to the existing approaches in the specialized literature, which usually
separately analyze the influence of psychological factors on risk appetite [64,72] and the
role of previous experience and entrepreneurial education in the development of the
skills necessary to manage uncertainty [80,84], the proposed conceptual framework offers
an integrated perspective on these dimensions in the context of early entrepreneurship.
It highlights how interactions among entrepreneurial education, prior experience, and
psychological factors shape risk appetite and influence entrepreneurial decision-making. At
the same time, the conceptual framework illustrates the implications of these mechanisms
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on sustainable business development, by promoting the responsible use of resources and
strengthening the long-term resilience of businesses.

The results of the research are consistent with the specialized literature on the role of
entrepreneurial education, experience, and psychological factors in shaping entrepreneurial
behavior. The theoretical contribution of the study lies in highlighting how these factors
interact to shape entrepreneurs’ risk appetite in the early stages of business development.
At the same time, the results suggest that non-financial factors influence entrepreneurial
decision-making, with implications for sustainable business development. Thus, psy-
chological factors, previous experience, and entrepreneurial education contribute to sus-
tainable business development by shaping entrepreneurs’ risk appetite and supporting
well-informed decision-making, fostering responsible entrepreneurial behavior and long-
term development.

5. Conclusions

The study analyzed the role of non-financial factors in shaping risk appetite in early
entrepreneurship. The results highlight that the risk appetite of entrepreneurs in the early
stages of business development is not a spontaneous reaction nor the exclusive result of
economic reasoning, but reflects a complex decision-making process, influenced by psy-
chological dimensions and human capital factors. Traits such as self-efficacy, resilience,
tolerance for ambiguity, proactivity and optimism, along with previous experience and
entrepreneurial education, influence the way entrepreneurs perceive risk, assess and man-
age uncertainty and support their decisions. The study results suggest that a moderate
risk appetite favors decisions that support sustainable business development by carefully
evaluating opportunities, strengthening long-term resilience, and using resources respon-
sibly. Thus, entrepreneurship education, prior experience, and psychological factors con-
tribute to sustainable business development by shaping risk appetite and entrepreneurial
decision-making.

This research has theoretical and practical implications. From a theoretical perspective,
the study contributes to extending the existing knowledge on how non-financial factors
influence entrepreneurs’ risk appetite in the early stages of business development and
shape the entrepreneurial decision-making process in the context of an emerging economy.

Based on the findings the study proposes an integrated conceptual framework that
explains the role of entrepreneurial education, prior experience, and psychological factors
in shaping risk appetite and entrepreneurial decision-making, highlighting how these
mechanisms contribute to sustainable business development.

From a practical perspective, the results obtained may be useful to several actors
involved in the development of the entrepreneurial ecosystem. Thus, for universities and
educators, the research results may be relevant in terms of developing entrepreneurial
education programs that emphasize strengthening resilience, self-efficacy and the abil-
ity to make decisions under conditions of uncertainty. At the same time, the research
may be useful to current and future entrepreneurs, who may become more aware of the
importance of psychological factors involved in risk management and the sustainable de-
velopment of entrepreneurial initiatives. The research results may also provide benchmarks
for entrepreneurs in the mature stage of business development, who may initiate support
programs based on collaboration and professional networks to strengthen sustainable en-
trepreneurial behavior among entrepreneurs at the beginning of their business journey. At
the same time, policymakers could consider these findings when developing public policies
and support programs for early-stage entrepreneurs. In addition to financial support, such
initiatives could include measures aimed at developing the cognitive competencies and
psychological resources needed for effective risk management and sustainable business
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development. National implementation of entrepreneurship support programs can also
involve experienced entrepreneurs in structured mentoring for budding entrepreneurs. By
sharing practical experiences, examples of market risk assessment, and lessons learned from
uncertain business contexts, experienced entrepreneurs can help budding entrepreneurs
develop a more balanced risk appetite, make resilient decisions, use resources responsibly,
and develop sustainable businesses.

Beyond the results, the research presents a number of limitations. First, the qualitative
approach’s specificity and the small sample size do not permit generalization of the results
to the entire population of entrepreneurs in Romania. In addition, the participants were
selected from among the students of a postgraduate program dedicated to developing
entrepreneurial skills, which may influence how entrepreneurial risk is perceived and eval-
uated. Future research could include larger, more diverse samples across entrepreneurial
experience, geographic regions, and the types of economies in which entrepreneurs operate.
A comparative design could examine the extent to which the relationships identified in
this study are verified in different entrepreneurial contexts by comparing entrepreneurs
from emerging and developed economies, as well as those at different stages of business
development. At the same time, a sequential exploratory design with mixed methods,
quantitative and qualitative, would allow for the statistical validation of the relationships
identified in the study on a larger sample of entrepreneurs. Future research could de-
velop and empirically test the proposed conceptual framework, thereby contributing to
a deeper understanding of the relationships among non-financial factors, risk appetite,
entrepreneurial decision-making, and sustainable business development. In this sense, the
use of quantitative analysis methods, such as structural equation modeling based on the
least squares method (PLS-SEM), could represent an appropriate direction for testing the
proposed relationships.
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