Untangling intense engagement in entrepreneurship: Role overload and obsessive
passion in early-stage entrepreneurs
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ABSTRACT

Drawing on theory related to identity-relevant role stressors, this study explores how a stressful context in the early stages of new venture creation inﬂuences
entrepreneurs' inclination toward obsessive passion. Consistent with the hypotheses derived from the theory, analysis of data on early-stage entrepreneurs indicates
that a context of stress linked to role overload prompts entrepreneurs to engage more intensely in entrepreneurial activity, thereby leading to greater obsessive
passion. Furthermore, high levels of goal challenge and achieved progress enhance the eﬀect of role overload, making it more motivationally incongruent and more
motivationally relevant for the entrepreneur. This eﬀect increases entrepreneurs' inclination toward obsessive passion.

This research did not receive any speciﬁc grant from funding agencies in the public, commercial, or not-for-proﬁt sectors.

1. Introduction
Passion has been identiﬁed as a core characteristic of entrepreneurial behavior (Bird, 1989; Locke, 2000) and “perhaps the most
observed phenomenon of the entrepreneurial process” (Smilor, 1997, p.
342). Passion is considered essential for individuals to engage in an
activity that is inherently uncertain and requires them to deal with
resource shortages. In short, individuals need passion to persevere in the
intense, risky, stressful pursuit of entrepreneurship (Timmons, 2000).
Furthermore, numerous researchers report that passion inﬂu-ences
entrepreneurs' creativity, information processing, and decision making
(Cardon, Wincent, Singh, & Drnovsek, 2009; Stroe, Parida, & Wincent,
2018), with positive eﬀects on entrepreneurs' behavior and performance
(Drnovsek, Cardon, & Patel, 2016; Mueller, Wolfe, & Syed, 2017).
Although the entrepreneurship literature cites passion as a central
characteristic of entrepreneurs, not all forms of passion are equal. When
passion takes on an obsessive quality, its eﬀect can be problematic and
even harmful for entrepreneurs. Social psychology has shown that obsessive passion can have a host of detrimental eﬀects such as negative
aﬀect, reduced well-being, burnout, conﬂicts with one's personal life,

biased decision making, and misguided eﬀorts to move forward with an
idea or proposal despite negative feedback (Ho & Pollack, 2014;
Philippe, Vallerand, Houlfort, Lavigne, & Donahue, 2010; Vallerand et
al., 2003; Vallerand et al., 2008). The eﬀects of obsessive passion on the
venture and the entrepreneurial process, however, do not seem to be
negative. Obsessive passion has been shown to lead to greater engagement in passionate activity (Vallerand et al., 2007; Vallerand,
Mageau, et al., 2008) and, because of its nature as a consuming passion,
may be associated with greater entrepreneurial intensity. Indeed, obsessive passion seems to be preferred by investors (Murnieks, Cardon,
Sudek, White, & Brooks, 2016) because its intensity signals behaviors
that investors value in entrepreneurs.
Because the outcomes of passion depend on the type of passion and
because obsessive passion can turn entrepreneurship into an extreme
experience (Schindehutte, Morris, & Allen, 2006), understanding what
reinforces this phenomenon and makes a particular type of passion
operative is crucial. Building on research into intrinsic versus extrinsic
motivation and self-determination theory, Vallerand et al.'s (2003)
dualistic model oﬀers a theoretical basis for explaining the emergence of
diﬀerent qualities of passion in domains such as sports or work.
Nevertheless, little is known about how diﬀerent types of passion develop after they emerge and why one type of passion dominates another.
The goal of this study is to explore how identity-relevant stressors
inﬂuence the type of passion that entrepreneurs develop. We present
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initial empirical evidence of why entrepreneurs' passion may become
obsessive by revealing the importance of context for the type of aﬀective engagement that entrepreneurs develop toward the entrepreneurial
activity. To do so, we use the theory of identity-relevant role stressors
(Kahn, Wolfe, Quinn, Snoek, & Rosenthal, 1964; Thoits, 1991), which
explains that strains which threaten to disrupt the successful enactment
of a salient role identity (identity-threatening stressors) critically inﬂuence the psychological and aﬀective functioning of individuals.
Speciﬁcally, we explore the way in which a stressful context during
early-stage entrepreneurship molds the nature of passion. To do so, we
develop and test hypotheses regarding what determines the obsessive
nature of passion among early-stage entrepreneurs. We posit that when
experiencing role overload, entrepreneurs resolve this identity-relevant
stressor by excessively engaging in the passionate entrepreneurial activity, which thus aﬀects the nature of their passion. We collected
empirical data using a survey in which entrepreneurs reported their
perceived role overload and feelings of passion at two times. Drawing on
the transactional model of stress and coping, which posits that stressrelated responses depend not only on the character of the person but also
on the nature of the task and environment (Lazarus, 1993; Lazarus &
Folkman, 1984), we tested the moderating eﬀect of goal challenge and
perceived progress on the relationship between role overload and the
nature of passion. By shedding light on diﬀerences between types of
passion, we contribute to the literature in several ways.
First, we respond to entrepreneurship scholars' calls for research into
the determinants of passion in entrepreneurship (Cardon, Foo,
Shepherd, & Wiklund, 2012; Murnieks, Mosakowski, & Cardon, 2014).
Here, we refer not only to the presence of passion but also to its nature.
Our research clariﬁes what it is that makes passion take on an obsessive
and not a harmonious quality in an entrepreneurial context. To this end,
we consider the role of context and acknowledge the prominent inﬂuence of the stressor of role overload on entrepreneurs' obsessive pas-sion.
The present study's foundations diﬀer from those of previous re-search,
where passion is assumed to be merely the result of a positive
experience. This study thus complements the emerging body of literature presenting models that explain what determines passion (Gielnik,
Spitzmuller, Schmitt, Klemann, & Frese, 2015; Murnieks et al., 2014).
Second, we broaden the view of the relationship between role
overload and obsessive passion by integrating the transactional theory of
stress and coping. This helps us better understand how role overload
may be experienced with diﬀerent intensities depending on its motivational incongruence and relevance. We examine goal challenge and
achieved progress as moderators that aﬀect the intensity of role overload, making role overload more motivationally incongruent and motivationally relevant for the entrepreneur's self. This eﬀect in turn increases entrepreneurs' orientation toward obsessive passion.
Third, we bridge a gap in the passion literature arising from a neglect of early-stage entrepreneurial experiences and the way they shape
aﬀective engagement in the venture. Entrepreneurial intensity varies
depending on the stage of the entrepreneurial process. The early stage of
the venture is a period of intense entrepreneurship. It is a time when
risk-taking and proactiveness are at their peak. We address the lack of
attention on this issue in two ways: ﬁrst, by focusing on how circumstances in early-stage entrepreneurship inﬂuence the type of passion
developed by entrepreneurs and, second, by shedding light on the intensity of the entrepreneurial process at an early stage. We test our
hypotheses using a sample of early-stage entrepreneurs to investigate
diﬀerences in the nature of their passion for the venture.
2. Theoretical foundations and hypotheses
2.1. Harmonious versus obsessive passion
The dualistic model of passion originated in the psychology literature. Recently, however, researchers have begun to explore its eﬀects in
organizational and entrepreneurial contexts (e.g., Forest, Mageau,

Sarrazin, & Morin, 2011; Stroe, 2017; Thorgren & Wincent, 2013). In the
dualistic model, passion is deﬁned as “a strong inclination toward an
activity that people like, that they ﬁnd important, and in which they
invest time and energy” (Vallerand et al., 2003, p. 756). Besides this
strong desire for an activity that people like, an additional deﬁning
characteristic of passion is that the activity that invokes the passionate
response is internalized in an individual's identity (Vallerand et al.,
2003). In diﬀerentiating between harmonious and obsessive passion, the
dualistic model of passion focuses on how an activity is internalized in
an individual's identity—that is, in a volitional or a pressured way,
respectively—and whether the person engages in the entrepreneurial
activity in a balanced or rigid way.
In line with this dualistic view, Vallerand et al. (2003) proposed that
two distinct types of passion could develop. These types of passion are
harmonious and obsessive passion. Harmonious passion refers to willed,
controllable integration whereby the entrepreneurial activity is seen as
important but not all consuming (Bélanger, Lafrenière, Vallerand, &
Kruglanski, 2013; Vallerand et al., 2003). Harmoniously passionate
entrepreneurs can control their engagement in venture-related activity.
For such entrepreneurs, this activity does not take over their lives, and it
is well integrated with other life domains. In contrast, obsessive entrepreneurial passion refers to an uncontrollable urge to partake in the
activity (Vallerand et al., 2003). For example, an obsessive entrepreneur continues to work weekends despite experiencing negative
consequences and receiving no support from family or other individuals. Stopping would even aﬀect his or her self-esteem. Consequently, the activity becomes diﬃcult for an obsessively passionate
entrepreneur to regulate and integrate with other life domains (Bélanger
et al., 2013; Vallerand et al., 2003). Harmonious and ob-sessive passion
thus diﬀer in terms of whether the entrepreneur bal-ances the time that
he or she spends on the venture activity and other life domains
(harmonious) or whether the venture activity takes on an overwhelming
role in the entrepreneur's life (obsessive). If passion is harmonious, the
activity remains under the entrepreneur's control. If, on the other hand,
passion is obsessive, the activity controls the en-trepreneur (Ho &
Pollack, 2014; Vallerand et al., 2003).
The dualistic model of passion acknowledges the important role of
context in the entrepreneur's optimal functioning and therefore in the
form of passion that the entrepreneur develops (Deci & Ryan, 2000;
Vallerand, 2010). While an autonomy-supportive context helps entrepreneurs maintain a balance and enjoy engaging in the activity, a
pressured context prompts the entrepreneur to engage intensely in the
venture activity, which begins to occupy a disproportionately large
space in his or her life (Vallerand et al., 2003). Starting with these
theoretical foundations and building on the theory of identity-relevant
stressors and the transactional theory of stress and coping, we examine
whether the interpersonal and intrapersonal context surrounding the
entrepreneur determines the type of passion that develops.
2.2. Role overload as a determinant of the nature of passion
Individuals who have taken the leap and started a new venture are
passionate and perceive that the role identity of an entrepreneur has a
high value for themselves (Bird, 1989; Smilor, 1997). During the early
stage of new venture development, however, speciﬁc environmental
circumstances and the task characteristics of the venture might still
inﬂuence the qualitative development of their passion (Vallerand, 2010;
Vallerand et al., 2003).
Sociologists and psychologists acknowledge the importance of stress
in the process of identity forming (Thoits, 1991). The theory on role
stress and role stressors (Kahn et al., 1964) states that diﬃcult contexts
such as entrepreneurship can seriously inﬂuence an individual's aﬀective state. Along with role conﬂict and role ambiguity, role overload is a
critical stressor in early-stage entrepreneurship (Örtqvist & Wincent,
2006). Early-stage entrepreneurs have heavy workloads, face personal
and business risks, and have a greater need for achievement than

individuals in other roles do (Harris, Saltstone, & Fraboni, 1999; Rahim,
1996). Founding a venture involves numerous commitments, deadlines,
time pressures, and pressured evaluations, so early-stage entrepreneurs
often become overburdened (Duran-Whitney, 2004). When launching
and developing new ventures, early-stage entrepreneurs face a daunting
array of potential environmental stressors, notably an intense work-load,
also deﬁned as role overload (Örtqvist & Wincent, 2006; Parasuraman,
Purohit, Godshalk, & Beutell, 1996). Role overload is a role stressor
representing the degree to which people are cognitively overtaxed
because of excessive time pressure, commitments, and re-sponsibilities
for the available capabilities and resources (Reilly, 1982). Role overload
occurs when high role demands cannot be managed within a given time
period and are not accompanied by the skills and abilities to cope with
such demands. It also refers to the related stress (Kahn et al., 1964;
Peterson et al., 1995). Role overload implies the entrepreneur must
simultaneously pursue diﬀerent—sometimes com-peting—goals, forcing
the entrepreneur to act ambidextrously to meet all objectives. Research
has shown that role overload contributes signiﬁcantly to strain,
potentially leading to psychiatric symptoms (Rahim & Psenicka, 1996),
increased psychological tension (French Jr. & Caplan, 1972), greater
emotional exhaustion, and burnout (Cordes, Dougherty, & Blum, 1997;
Fogarty, Singh, Rhoads, & Moore, 2000). Yet stressors such as role
overload can also fuel individuals' energy and competitive spirit and
provide the pressure needed to perform well (Filion, 1991). According to
previous research, the eﬀects of role overload on cognitive functioning
mean that role overload might also have aﬀective outcomes (Kahn et al.,
1964) and therefore inﬂuence the nature of the passion developed by the
entrepreneur.
Notably, certain scholars have hypothesized the opposite relation: a
positive eﬀect of obsessive passion on role overload in the case of
teachers and owner-managers (Lavigne, Forest, Fernet, & Crevier-Braud,
2014; Thorgren & Wincent, 2013). The view that emotional experiences
such as obsessive passion can have a direct causal inﬂuence on
entrepreneurs' perceptions and behavior is intuitively appealing, and
this view has been widely assumed by emotion researchers (e.g., Russell,
2003). There are nonetheless theoretically grounded reasons to propose
the opposite. In their theory of emotions as feedback systems,
Baumeister, Vohs, Nathan DeWall, and Zhang (2007) suggest that
emotional experiences such as passion are often the consequence of
people's perceptions and behavior rather than a direct causal antecedent thereof. According to this theory, perceptions and behavior result in outcomes (such as role tensions), and the subsequent appraisal
process of the outcomes leads to emotional experiences. Therefore,
entrepreneurial role stressors might aﬀect obsessive passion. In this
study, we follow this line of reasoning and hypothesize that the role
overload experienced by entrepreneurs inﬂuences their obsessive passion.
In doing so, we draw on the theory of identity-relevant stressors,
which suggests that the role identity as an entrepreneur gives individuals a sense of meaning and purpose and provides behavioral
guidance (Thoits, 1983). Because the role expectations linked to entrepreneurship are normative, the adequacy of entrepreneurs' identity
performance has implications for self-evaluation (Hoelter, 1983; Sieber,
1974). A failure to meet normative expectations in identity performance should inﬂuence one's self-concept and self-esteem. This failure is
therefore expected to be an important factor in passion development.
Role overload embodies an identity-relevant stressor in that it represents a potential threat to one's self-image, arising from the possible
failure of meeting the role requirements of an entrepreneur. In other
words, role overload creates strains that threaten to disrupt the entrepreneurs' salient role identity (Thoits, 1991). Therefore, entrepreneurs perceive role overload as stress—that is, an imbalance that
must be resolved. Feeling overloaded in a role that is an important part
of their identity prompts entrepreneurs to engage more intensely, both
cognitively and behaviorally, in the venture in an attempt to resolve this
conﬂict and regain control over the self-deﬁning role. Time is a

limited resource, so the increased time and energy devoted to the entrepreneurial role will reduce the time available for other roles such as
family. Moreover, venture-related thoughts will be likely to occupy the
entrepreneur's mind, even when he or she is engaging in other activities. Therefore, the entrepreneurial activity is more likely to occupy
excessive space in the entrepreneur's life, causing conﬂicts with other
activities (House & Rizzo, 1972; Kahn et al., 1964). Speciﬁcally, we
hypothesize that role overload will lay the foundations for the development of obsessive passion by imposing additional pressures and encouraging more intense activity engagement:
H1. Greater role overload of early-stage entrepreneurs is associated
with a greater inclination toward obsessive passion.
2.3. The moderating eﬀects of goal challenge and achieved progress
Not all entrepreneurs respond uniformly to role-related phenomena
such as role overload (Morris & Snyder, 1979; Van Sell, Brief, & Schuler,
1981). The transactional theory of stress and coping (Lazarus, 1993;
Lazarus & Folkman, 1984) states that stress is not a property of the
person, but arises in conjunction with a particular type of task and
environment (Lazarus, 1991b). The intensity of emotional reactions to
stress depends on the degree to which individuals appraise environmental demands as threatening and challenging (Lazarus & Folkman,
1984). The individual's appraisal of the stress in the environment is
based on two considerations. The ﬁrst is the degree of motivational
congruence or incongruence of the stressful circumstance—that is,
whether the circumstance thwarts or facilitates an individual's goals
(Smith & Lazarus, 1990). The second is the motivational relevance of the
circumstance (Smith & Lazarus, 1990)—that is, the degree to which
“there is a personal stake in the encounter” (Lazarus, 1993, p. 6). Motivational incongruence and relevance signal stressful situations involving challenges and threats to the individual's well-being (Lazarus,
1991a) and thus generate the potential for a highly activating, albeit
negatively valenced, emotion (Lazarus, 1991b). We therefore tested
whether goal challenge and achieved progress act as moderators that
make entrepreneurs react more obsessively to role overload that
threatens their role identity as entrepreneurs.
2.3.1. Goal challenge
When an entrepreneur has more challenging goals, the motivational
incongruence of role overload is more arousing and overwhelming. A
challenging goal leads the overloaded entrepreneur into a deeper state
of maladaptive stress because the perceived discrepancy between the
actual and desired conditions is greater and occupies more cognitive
capacity (Bandura, 1991). The stress and distraction of task focus caused
by overwhelming role demands lead to an even more intense and onesided engagement when goals seem diﬃcult to achieve. With
challenging tasks, the entrepreneur is unlikely to resolve the role
overload without engaging intensely in the activity. In such a stressladen environment, the cognitive pressure and threat of failure cause the
early-stage entrepreneur to feel an urgent need to engage in the
venturing activity to resolve the high discrepancy. This enhances the
obsessive side of passion. We thus predict the following:
H2. The positive relationship between role overload and obsessive
passion of early-stage entrepreneurs is reinforced by a higher level of
goal challenge.
2.3.2. Achieved progress
The impact of role stressors on the individual depends on the identity
relevance of the roles aﬀected by stressors (Smith & Lazarus, 1990;
Thoits, 1991). Role identities vary in terms of their salience in
determining individuals' self-conceptions (Rosenberg, 1979; Stryker &
Serpe, 1982). The more salient the role identity, the more meaning,
purpose, and behavioral guidance the individual derives from enacting

the role. We thus expect a salient role identity to exert a greater inﬂuence on the entrepreneur's psychological well-being. Research has
shown that roles that are enacted competently are likely to be more
salient in an individual's identity hierarchy (Hoelter, 1983; Rosenberg,
1979). We therefore tested whether entrepreneurs with higher perceived progress levels in venture-related activities respond to the
identity-threatening stressor of role overload more intensely than entrepreneurs with lower levels of perceived progress.
Experiencing role overload should be more identity relevant if the
entrepreneur has already progressed with the venture's goals and has
experienced the resulting feelings of competence (Deci & Ryan, 2000;
Vallerand et al., 2003). When threatening to disrupt an individual's
salient role identity, stressors such as role overload will spur on entrepreneurs to engage longer and more intensely in the venture activity
than in lower-valued role involvements, examples of which include
entrepreneurs that have achieved little toward pursuing their ventures.
Experiencing role overload when goal progress and competence have
been experienced constitutes a higher threat for self-integrity, so
thoughts about venture-related tasks might encroach on other activities
and cause conﬂicts with other life domains. This process is expected to
encourage development of an obsessive form of passion. We therefore
posit the following:
H3. The positive relationship between role overload and obsessive
passion of early-stage entrepreneurs is reinforced by a higher level of
achieved goal progress.
3. Method
3.1. Empirical setting and data collection
This paper explores how role overload inﬂuences the way early-stage
entrepreneurs adopt the entrepreneurial role identity and how the
various intensities of this role stressor mold the type of passion developed by the entrepreneur. Consistent with our research aims and the
ﬁnding that passion can ﬂuctuate over short periods when entrepreneurs ﬁrst start their ventures (Gielnik et al., 2015), our goal was
to identify a sample of active entrepreneurs who had already started the
new venture process, but who were still at an early stage. We therefore
gathered the data during a start-up event for early-stage entrepreneurs
in Berlin (Germany) in July and August 2014. Start-up events have been
recognized as a launch pad for early-stage entrepreneurs (Fishback,
Gulbranson, Litan, Mitchell, & Porzig, 2007; Ross & Byrd, 2011). This
data gathering design excluded latent nascent entrepreneurs (Reynolds
et al., 2005), who intend to engage in opportunity exploitation but have
taken no speciﬁc steps toward starting a new venture. It also excluded
new ventures that were already up and running. A survey was used to
gather the data at two times for 45 nascent entrepreneurs. One of the
authors met the entrepreneurs personally and administered the survey
questionnaire. This process encouraged participants to answer the
questions reﬂectively and thereby lowered problems related to introspection (Schweiger, Anderson, & Locke, 1985), which are common
when surveying aﬀect and cognitions. The survey was previously piloted with three doctoral researchers, the event organizers, and two
entrepreneurs, who gave feedback and advice. To ensure a high quality
of responses, the questionnaire was kept short. A total of 50 entrepreneurs completed the ﬁrst questionnaire before the event began.
The second questionnaire was sent by email two weeks after questionnaire 1, and 48 participants completed and returned the questionnaire. Of these 48 responses, two were incomplete and one had
unacceptably low reliability, indicating that the respondent had not
taken the survey seriously. After these three responses had been removed, the ﬁnal sample comprised 45 entrepreneurs that had fully
completed both questionnaires.
The average age in the sample was 32, and 66% of respondents were
men. The respondents were highly educated, with 69% having earned a

college degree. The average number of years of work experience across
the entire sample was six years. The majority had no previous entrepreneurial experience.
3.2. Measures
To assess entrepreneurs' orientation toward obsessive passion, we
employed an established method of computing scores. This method has
been used in psychology to examine subjects' relative intrinsic versus
extrinsic motivation orientation (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Schmuck, Kasser, &
Ryan, 2000; Sheldon & Krieger, 2004) and in entrepreneurship to
measure the preference for eﬀectual or causal decision-making logic
(Engel, Dimitrova, Khapova, & Elfring, 2014; Murnieks, Haynie,
Wiltbank, & Harting, 2011). We computed a relative obsessive orientation passion score by subtracting the harmonious index from the
obsessive index at t2. High scores thus reﬂect a higher relative obsessive
orientation.
To measure the two types of passion, we employed Vallerand et al.'s
(2003) widely accepted measure, which has been reported to have high
levels of validity and reliability for a range of activities and languages.
The original scale was applied to a generic activity, so we reworded the
items to refer to entrepreneurial activity. Given the time constraints in
this research context, we used the abridged version of the passion scale
with two items for each type of passion. Whenever time constraints
prevent the use of longer measures, short measures should be used,
provided they have adequate psychometric properties and proven validity (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2010). Consistent with previous research,
the psychometric properties and validity of the short versions of the
passion scale have been shown to be similar to the properties and validity for the full measure (Vallerand et al., 2008; Vallerand, Mageau, et
al., 2008). Both subscales used to measure within-person-surplus had
acceptable internal consistency: Cronbach's α = 0.79 and 0.80 for obsessive and harmonious passion, respectively. The items were rated on a
5-point Likert scale (1 = not at all, 5 = to a very great extent).
Role overload was measured using the established 3-item scale by
Beehr, Walsh, and Taber (1976), adapted for the entrepreneurial role.
The items were rated on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = not at all, 5 = to a
very great extent). A sample item is, “I do not have any free time in my
role as an entrepreneur.” The measure yielded acceptable internal
consistency, with a composite reliability of 0.714 (Hair Jr., Anderson,
Tatham, & Black, 1998).
Consistent with previous goal-challenge research (Locke, Latham, &
Erez, 1988), goal challenge was measured using a single 5-point Likert
scale (1 = not at all, 5 = to a very great extent): “How diﬃcult do you
think it will be for you to turn your idea into a real business?” (Latham,
Mitchell, & Dossett, 1978). Although single-item measures are usually
less reliable, this statement captures the very essence of goal challenge
better than multi-item scales do (see Yukl & Latham, 1978).
The level of achieved goal progress was measured using Gielnik et
al.'s (2015) adaptation of van Gelderen, van de Sluis, and Jansen's
(2005) 7-item scale, which assesses the perceived level of goal
achievement for several aspects of the venture. The participants rated
seven items on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = not at all, 5 = to a very great
extent). The measure had a Cronbach's α of 0.88.
Respondents were asked to report their age, gender, education level,
and work and entrepreneurial experience. These data were used as
control variables, as in previous entrepreneurship studies (Byrnes,
Miller, & Schafer, 1999; Chen, Yao, & Kotha, 2009; Hayward, Shepherd,
& Griﬃn, 2006; Kanfer & Ackerman, 2004; Vallerand et al., 2007). We
also controlled for relative obsessive passion orientation at t1. Entrepreneurs' age was measured by asking how old they were at the time
that data were collected. Gender was coded as 1 for male and 2 for
female. The education variable was coded as 1 for university degree and
0 for no university degree. Entrepreneurial experience and work experience were captured by the number of years of prior involvement in
new ventures as an entrepreneur and number of years in employment,

respectively. Relative obsessive passion orientation at t1 was computed
by subtracting the harmonious index from the obsessive index at t1
using the short dualistic passion scale (Vallerand, Mageau, et al., 2008;
Vallerand, Ntoumanis, et al., 2008).
3.3. Common method bias considerations
To control for possible common method biases, we followed recommendations by Podsakoﬀ and Organ (1986) and Podsakoﬀ,
MacKenzie, Lee, and Podsakoﬀ (2003). First, we collected data on the
explanatory and dependent variables at diﬀerent times. Second, during
data collection, we took several steps to control for common method
bias, such as assuring respondents that their responses would remain
anonymous and conﬁdential and emphasizing that there were no right
or wrong answers (Podsakoﬀ et al., 2003). Third, Harman's one-factor
analysis failed to reveal a dominant ﬁrst unrotated principal component
(eigenvalue: 4.44, cumulative variance: 30%), indicating that common
method bias should not unduly aﬀect the ﬁndings (Podsakoﬀ et al.,
2003). Fourth, we followed Gaskin's (2012) and Podsakoﬀ et al.'s (2003)
suggestions and analyzed our data using the unmeasured latent factor
method approach. We allowed all self-reported items to load both on
their theoretical constructs and on an uncorrelated method factor and
compared the results of this model with our full factor measure-ment
model without the latent method factor. Only 0.053 of the var-iance was
accounted for by the method factor, signiﬁcantly below the 0.500 cutoﬀ
value (Hair Jr. et al., 1998). In addition, the regression weights had
diﬀerences of < 0.200 when the common latent factor was added. This
value shows that the variance explained by our indicators was almost
the same after adding the common latent factor. These re-sults imply
that common-method bias was unlikely to have inﬂuenced the present
study's results, thereby allowing us to begin the hypothesis testing.

4. Results
Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics and sample correlations for
the study variables. Overall, the correlations among the independent
variables were modest. To ensure multicollinearity was not an issue, we
computed variance inﬂation factors (VIF) for all regression models used
to test the hypotheses. Most values of all ﬁrst-order terms were considerably < 2, with only two values > 2, below the rule-of-thumb cutoﬀ
of 10 for regression models (Hair Jr. et al., 1998). The models were also
robust to including or excluding variables. Therefore, multi-collinearity
was not an important issue in the results.
The hypothesized relationships were tested using hierarchical regression analysis (Bagozzi, 1994; Cohen & Cohen, 1983). Studies with
small samples are common in entrepreneurial research (Short, Ketchen,
Combs, & Ireland, 2010), and using regression analysis avoids issues of
model ﬁt that can become problematic when using structural equation

Table 2
Hierarchical regression analysis: Independent and interaction eﬀects on obsessive passion orientation.

Age
Gender
Education
Founding experience
Working experience
Relative OP orientation t1
Role overload
Goal challenge
Perceived goal progress
Overload × challenge
Overload × progress
R2
Adj. R2
Δ R2

Model I

Model II

0.01
0.06
0.12
0.52⁎
−0.13
0.51⁎⁎⁎

0.06
0.03
0.06
0.43⁎⁎
−0.15
0.39⁎⁎
0.34⁎
0.01
−0.06

0.43⁎⁎⁎
0.33⁎⁎⁎

Model III

Model IV

0.33⁎

0.52⁎⁎⁎
0.39⁎⁎⁎
0.09⁎⁎⁎

0.36⁎⁎
0.63⁎⁎⁎
0.52⁎⁎⁎
0.11⁎⁎⁎

0.60⁎⁎⁎
0.48⁎⁎⁎
0.08⁎⁎⁎

Note: The table displays standardized regression coeﬃcients.
⁎
p < 0.05.
⁎⁎
p < 0.01.
⁎⁎⁎
p < 0.001.

modeling with small data sets (Kline, 2005). As recommended by Aiken
and West (1991), the independent variables were mean-centered and
standardized prior to forming the interaction terms. In each step of the
hierarchical analysis, incremental R2 and F tests of statistical signiﬁcance were evaluated. The regression results appear in Table 2. We
ﬁrst entered the control variables in the base model (Model I), followed
by the independent variables in the main eﬀects model (Model II). In the
third and fourth steps, we included the interaction terms in the full
models (Model III and Model IV).
As expected, role overload was found to have a statistically signiﬁcant inﬂuence on obsessive passion orientation (β = 0.34, p < 0.05).
The data therefore support Hypothesis 1. In addition, as expected, goal
challenge and achieved progress were observed to moderate the
relationship between role overload and obsessive passion orientation. In
addition to observing coeﬃcients in the expected di-rections, we
observed that the interaction eﬀect of role overload and goal challenge
on obsessive passion was statistically signiﬁcant (p < 0.05). This was
also the case for the interaction eﬀect of role overload and achieved
progress on obsessive passion (p < 0.01). The data therefore support
both Hypotheses 2 and 3.
We plotted the eﬀect of role overload on obsessive passion orientation for high and low levels of goal challenge and perceived progress. Values of the moderators were set at 1 standard deviation (SD)
above and below the mean, as suggested by Cohen and Cohen (1983).
Our results illustrate a considerable diﬀerence in obsessive passion
orientation. Accordingly, individuals with high levels of role overload
experience much higher levels of obsessive passion if they have

Table 1
Means, standard deviations, and Pearson's correlations.
N = 45

Mean

SD

VIF

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

1. Obsessive passion orientation
2. Age
3. Gender
4. Education
5. Founding experience
6. Working experience
7. OP orientation t1
8. Role overload
9. Goal challenge
10. Perceived progress

−1.98
32.16
–
–
1.36
5.56
−2.37
2.99
3.31
2.96

2.06
7.46
–
–
3.84
6.02
1.97
0.77
0.82
0.88

2.12
1.26
1.23
1.80
2.86
1.52
1.27
1.21
1.22

0.06
−0.07
0.05
0.42⁎⁎
0.18
0.44⁎⁎
0.47⁎⁎
−0.13
−0.14

−0.01
0.07
0.43⁎⁎
0.69⁎⁎
−0.17
−0.01
−0.06
−0.14

0.00
0.13
0.09
−0.35⁎
0.01
0.07
−0.21

0.02
−0.06
−0.16
0.06
−0.33⁎
−0.14

0.63⁎⁎
−0.07
0.22
−0.01
−0.24

−0.05
0.13
−0.02
−0.31⁎

0.29⁎⁎⁎
−0.20
−0.01

−0.03
−0.03

0.24

⁎

p < 0.05.
p < 0.01.
⁎⁎⁎
p < 0.001.
⁎⁎

challenging goals. In addition, highly overloaded entrepreneurs who
have already achieved some progress develop a more obsessive passion
that those who have not.

passion.

5. Discussion

This study has several limitations. First, this study was used to test
how role stressors are associated with diﬀerent types of passion.
Consequently, only role overload and its interactions were studied as
independent variables. We nevertheless acknowledge that many exogenous variables rooted in other theories (e.g., personality traits) may
contribute to developing diﬀerent types of passion. Further research is
needed to rule out alternative explanations. The data for the present
study were collected at a start-up event, a setting that gave us access to a
group of early-stage entrepreneurs. Our results cannot be generalized to
all stages of entrepreneurship, so readers should interpret them with
caution. Moreover, given that our sample consisted only of entrepreneurs based in Germany, our results cannot be generalized across
cultures. Indeed, passion might be viewed and experienced diﬀerently in
diﬀerent cultures. Largely because of the diﬃculty in gathering data on
early-stage entrepreneurs, the sample was small. Although the sample
was large enough for statistical inference, the research setting may
impose some limitations on the generalizability of our ﬁndings, which
would be vastly improved with larger samples, as noted by McMullen
and Shepherd (2006). Therefore, we advocate further re-search to
replicate our baseline ﬁndings in other settings while searching for
additional mechanisms to those examined in this study.
The nature of the data calls for prudence when interpreting our
ﬁndings, despite strong support from our theory. Although we lowered
the risk of reverse causality by using a time lag between the measurement of the independent variable (i.e., role overload) and the dependent variable (i.e., obsessive passion), we cannot rule out reverse
causality. For instance, because emotions and stressors are closely intertwined (Folkman, 2008), the relationship between obsessive passion
and role overload might well be intricate. In fact, Lavigne et al. (2014)
and Thorgren and Wincent (2013) argue that obsessive passion inﬂuences role overload, highlighting the possibility of a circular relationship. We therefore encourage scholars to investigate the relationship
between obsessive passion and role overload more thoroughly to understand how this relationship develops over time.
In this paper, we oﬀer a snapshot of how the nature of passion
develops. To gain a better grasp of this phenomenon, however, future
research should track entrepreneurs' passion over a longer period with
repeated measurements. Such a study would yield further insight into
this issue. For example, it would explain whether passion eventually
settles into a harmonious or obsessive state after the critical initial
venture phase or whether a particular type of passion re-emerges and
intensiﬁes depending on the circumstances at a given time. Future
studies could adopt diﬀerent perspectives on the emotions, motivations,
and behaviors present at the beginning of the entrepreneurial process.
By doing so, we could gain a better understanding of what entrepreneurial intensity during early-stage entrepreneurship really means
for entrepreneurs, the people around them, and the ventures themselves.

Despite abundant anecdotal evidence of passion as a common
characteristic of entrepreneurs, academic research that explains how an
obsessive form of passion develops is scarce. The present study lends
support to the theory that entrepreneurial passion is not simply an innate trait (Markman, Baron, & Balkin, 2003), but rather a unique affective experience inﬂuenced by the circumstances at the beginning of
the venture process (Cardon et al., 2009). This ﬁnding is important
because of entrepreneurship's role as a driver of economic growth
(Audretsch, Thurik, Verheul, & Wennekers, 2002; Carree & Thurik,
2003). If entrepreneurial passion is not simply a personality trait and if
entrepreneurs can begin to understand what determines the kind of the
passion that drives them, they may also be able to harness and mold that
passion to ensure it leads to positive outcomes and spurs them on to
achieving their goals.
This paper focuses on the intense entrepreneurial experience of
early-stage entrepreneurs (Schindehutte et al., 2006) and provides
evidence that role overload leads to a tendency toward obsessive passion. Drawing on theory on identity-relevant role stressors (Kahn et al.,
1964; Thoits, 1991), our theoretical framework and hypotheses acknowledge how role overload fosters obsessive passion. Furthermore,
with support from the transactional theory of stress and coping, we
provide evidence that a high level of goal challenge and a high level of
perceived progress can enhance this relationship by accentuating role
overload's motivational incongruence and relevance. The ﬁndings presented herein therefore suggest that a better understanding of the obsessive side of passion requires acknowledgment of the importance of
role stressors in early-stage entrepreneurship. To resolve the time
pressure and multitude of commitments they face on a daily basis,
entrepreneurs invest signiﬁcant time, eﬀort, and cognitive resources in
their ventures. In doing so, they nurture the obsessive side of their
passion. This obsessive passion becomes even more intense when entrepreneurs have set challenging goals for their venture or when they
have a lot to lose from not resolving the overload because they have
already achieved progress.
This paper oﬀers a new perspective for examining passion and
passion development by acknowledging the inﬂuencing role of identityrelevant stressors on the nature of passion. Scholars have identiﬁed role
overload as a prominent characteristic of entrepreneurs because of the
many demands of their role and the scarcity of available resources
(Parasuraman et al., 1996; Rahim, 1996). The nature of the passion that
is developed by early-stage entrepreneurs has also been discussed as
obsessive (Murnieks et al., 2016; Smilor, 1997). Readers may agree that
these discussions support the face validity of our framework. Indeed,
entrepreneurs might develop an obsessive form of passion because of the
intensity of the experiences related to the early-stage venture itself. We
encourage scholars to investigate further into the new theoretical
mechanism we use to explain how role overload might activate and
develop the obsessive side of passion.
This study looked beyond the direct inﬂuence of role overload,
considering its interaction with goal challenge and achieved progress,
which the literature on passion had not previously discussed. We found
that a high level of goal challenge coupled with role overload intensiﬁes
obsessive passion. Interestingly, this ﬁnding contradicts the argument
that setting challenging goals might lead to the experience of absorptive
states such as ﬂow (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996). We call for further studies
to go beyond the self-determination mechanisms that other studies have
examined in connection with passion development (Bonneville-Roussy,
Vallerand, & Bouﬀard, 2013; Lalande et al., 2017). This paper oﬀers an
alternative by examining identity-relevant stressors. However, further
research is needed for us to better understand the antecedents of

6. Limitations

7. Conclusion
Despite its potentially negative eﬀect on entrepreneurs' well-being,
obsessive passion may form part of the aﬀective–motivational foundation that helps entrepreneurs persevere even when facing challenges.
Entrepreneurs should be aware that obsession might be an integral part
of their passion and a potentially necessary response to the stress of
entrepreneurial endeavors. Indeed, an obsessive passion may help
maintain goal-related behavior over time and facilitate planned responses designed to assist in meeting objectives. Vilifying or trying to
eradicate obsessive passion may be neither desirable nor possible
without also forgoing its beneﬁts. Similarly, entrepreneurs should understand and acknowledge all aspects of their passionate feelings. By

doing so, they will be better prepared to regulate the negative eﬀects of
obsessive passion on their well-being while reaping its beneﬁts as a
source of motivation and resilience.
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