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The relational dynamics entrepreneurs engage and particularly the importance of networking  

are a central concern in entrepreneurial research (Ahuja & al., 2012; Hoang & Yi, 2015). 

Concretely, entrepreneurs are required to describe their key partners as an element of the popular 

business model canvas (Osterwalder, Pigneur, 2010).  Those key partners are part of the 

entrepreneur’s network. In a classical or causal entrepreneurship research paradigm, the network 

is viewed through a planned and goal-oriented perspective (Kerr & Coviello, 2019; Engel & al., 

2017). The effectual approach fathered by Sarasvathy (2001) put a new light on networking 

activity of entrepreneurs, emphasizing relations, particularly through strategic alliances and  

precommitments from stakeholders. In effectuation, entrepreneurs engage in a dynamic  process 

of transformation of their projects through relations with others. The crucial role of  social 

relations in the effectual process has been underlined (Sarasvathy & Dew, 2005;  Sarasvathy & 

al., 2013). More recently, researchers have become interested in developing studies dedicated 

to the why, how and what of networking entrepreneurs’ activities (Ahuja &  al., 2012; Kerr & 

Coviello, 2019; Engel & al., 2017). In particular, there is a lack of empirical  research linking 

the effectual thinking and networking, that’s to say a gap in understanding  effectual network 

(Engel & al., 2017).   

To clarify the concept of effectual network, we mobilise the conceptual framework of the social 

theory of Ingold (2017). In fact, Ingold (2013) is studying human making from an  
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anthropological perspective. As entrepreneurs are making, Ingold’s social life theory seems  

appropriate for the entrepreneurial field. In particular, in his correspondence paradigm, the 

concept of meshwork seems to be of great interest to lighten the effectual network. In traditional 

ways of thinking networks, relations between components are considered either as external or 

aggregated as the elements melt down into a completely new component. In the  correspondence 

paradigm, Ingold suggests that, “in a world where things are continually  coming into being 

through processes of growth and movement”, relations articulate in a form  of network he calls 

a meshwork (Ingold, 2017). In a meshwork, unlike the traditional external way of thinking 

networks, components have correspondence relationships, and so can have direct access to each 

other, hang to one another, interpenetrate, in a continual differentiation process. In 

correspondence, the person is in transformation of himself and his project (transformation), is 

continuously emerging as well as the project (process) and his attitude is attentive. Thus, 

correspondence can be viewed through three main concepts: transformation, process and 

attention (Ingold, 2017). Those three concepts are central in process studies too  (Langley, 2007; 

Langley & al., 2013).   

Our intention in this paper is to explore the relationships entrepreneurs build within their 

networks. In our research, we focus on students who are engaged in an entrepreneurial program 

based on learning by doing and team learning.  

In fact, since the first course in entrepreneurship offered by Harvard in 1947, the number of 

entrepreneurship training courses has exploded. Many universities provide entrepreneurship 

education with a venture creation focus (Lee & al., 2005). In general, business planning is the 

primary vehicle used by the majority of courses and programs (Honig, 2004). This method 

teaches students to take practical steps to create a venture but doesn’t provide them with the 

critical entrepreneurial skills such as managing people or more generally relating with others 

(Bilimoria, 1999; Higgins & al., 2013). Training based on learning‐by‐doing and team learning 

seems to be more appropriate to develop those skills, in particular interpersonal communication 

and team management skills (Gibb, 2011, Neck & Greene, 2011; Neck & al., 2014).  

That is why we have chosen to study a entrepreneurial program based on learning by doing in 

team, the Bachelor Team Entrepreneur (BTE) of the University of Strasbourg (France). This 

program was launched in 2011 by EM Business School of the University of Strasbourg. It was 

inspired by the Team Academy – an Entrepreneurship program that has been developed in 

Finland  since 1993 (Leinonen & al., 2004) and identified by University-Business Cooperation 
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as one  of 25 good practice case studies in Europe1. Team Academy is an active learning 

approach in  which students continuously adapt their learning process by action and reflexive 

activities in  team and look for complementary knowledge. In short, this learning approach relies 

on  “learning by doing” (based on Kolb’s (1984) experiential cycle) and “team learning”.  

The BTE is a three-year program dedicated to 18 to 25 year old students, and is the only one  of 

this kind in France. The aim of the BTE degree is to create settings where students can  develop 

their entrepreneurship competencies: technical skills (strategy, marketing, accounting,  sales…) 

as well as soft skills (interpersonal communication, leadership, emotional  intelligence…).  

Students are engaged in concrete real life projects with real clients. Any day-to-day action 

activity is followed by a reflective activity where students analyse what they have learned from  

it and how they will use this knowledge in their future actions.  

Each student is a member of a learning team (Senge, 1990). The learning team has half-day,  

twice-weekly meetings for expanding the students’ knowledge, clarifying their objectives,  

planning their next steps, and receiving feedback from others.   

Our research question deals with the relational dynamics students experience with the multiple 

stakeholders, objects and projects they conduct during their entrepreneurial education. As we 

consider the social life theory of Ingold as our conceptual framework for this research, we are 

also interested in how this theory can help to enlight the entrepreneur-students relational 

dynamics. 

 

Methodology 

Data collection 

We adopt an anthropological attitude in this research, as the authors of the paper are  academics 

involved in the program (one as the creator and head of the program, the others as  teachers-

coachs of a students’ team). In addition to internal  reports and data collected since the program 

was born, we conducted an exploratory study  based on 40 qualitative semi-directive interviews 

with 3rd year students of the last 4 years  Strasbourg Team Academy (France).  With a semi 

directive guide, we interviewed all students just after their graduation from 2016 to 2019. Those 

interviews aimed at collecting their stories about how they learned and how they conducted their 

 
1 https://blog.uiin.org/2017/04/25-new-good-practice-case-studies-on-university-business-
cooperation ubc-in-europe-and-beyond/ 
 



4 
 

entrepreneurial projects during their three years of studies. Those interviews were fully 

transcribed. From 2016 to 2019, we collected 40 interviews. Among those 40 interviews we 

selected 17 corresponding to students who conducted an entrepreneurial project during their 

studies in the BTE with a turnover and several customers.  

 

Data analysis  

We conducted a content analysis (Miles & al., 2018) of the 17 interviews aimed at characterizing 

different logics of  relational dynamics in the entrepreneurial students’ networks. We used a 

grounded theory approach (Glaser,  1978). The results emerged following a succession of phases 

of two types. The first type of phases was centered on the analysis of the verbatims by each of 

the three authors independently. The second type of phases was presentations by each author of 

his analysis followed by a discussion until an agreement was reached on the next step or on the 

results. Thanks to this succession of phases, we crossed the subjectivities of the three authors 

and agreed by discussion on the data analysis and the results. More precisely, we selected on 

excel from the interviews all verbatims mentioning a stakeholder. Then we characterised each 

verbatim thanks to three questions: What stakeholder, How the relation was lived, Why the 

relation happened. In the next step, each of the three authors analysed all the characterised 

verbatims trying to find “What is going on here” (Gioia et al., 2012). The presentations and 

discussions on the three analyses enabled the emergence of a concern about the intensity of the 

relations with the stakeholders. We could notice that the relations could be ordered on a 

continuum from instrumental relations to love. Then, each author identified verbatims with 

different degrees of relational intensity. After, this individual work, the three authors together, 

in a reconciliation process, located the verbatims along an axe with a growing intensity in the 

relation. We discussed about the different intensity levels and could reduce them to three levels 

with four types of relation with the stakeholders. We coded with nvivo all verbatims with codes 

linked to the four relational intensities and to the identity of the stakeholders. Those stakeholders 

are customers, suppliers, associates, family, coaches, experts, media, competitors and others. 

Finally, we extracted from nvivo all verbatims linked to each relational intensity and could 

characterize each type of intensity. To quote the verbatims we used anonymity codes to refer to 

the student interviews. Thus, we propose a typology with three types of relations linking the 

students-entrepreneurs with stakeholders in his entrepreneurial project. 
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Results 

Analysing the interviews of the 17 students who told how they conducted their entrepreneurial 

project, the three authors could distinguish four types of relations with the stakeholders with 

three degrees of intensity as summarized in table 1. 

 

 Type 1 

Instrumental 

Type 2 

Open relations 

Type 3 

Nest 
 

Type 4 

Love and action 

Intensity of 

relations 

Weak Middle Strong  Strong with a 

action in the 

project 

Perception of 

the stakeholder 

A resource A person A support A key player 

Openness of the 

student-

entrepreneur 

Limited Present High High 

Intention of the 

student-

entrepreneur 

Precise Open to the 

unexpected 

No intention, it 

is the context 

Shared values 

and vision 

Typical 

stakeholder 

Customers 
Customers and 

prospects 

the pedagogical 

context (BTE) 

and Family 

Associates 

Table 1: A typology of relations between the students-entrepreneurs and the stakeholders  

  

1. First type:  Weak intensity,  Instrumental relations 

 

In an instrumental relation, the student-entrepreneur intention is precise. The relationship can 

also be structured, organised, prepared and limited in time. A typical example is part of Ben’s 

story: “we used a satisfaction questionnaire, we collected (..) the necessary information, in 

particular on taste” (ref 1).  Another student, Jea relates: “I took my bike to go to see her at the 

conference (...) the day after, I  had my internship  convention” (ref 1) . And Leo mentions the 

limit he sets in the relationships he has with his customers: “I quite a bit limit the calls the 
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evenings, because otherwise, I will finish at 11 p.m.” (ref 2) 

Most of the verbatims linked to this type of relations are with customers or other stakeholders 

like experts, a crowdfunding platform or a partner who can help for a precise aim. In this first 

type of relation, the student-entrepreneur has an intention, prepares and structures the meeting. 

The relation with the stakeholder is instrumental, useful to fulfil the student-entrepreneur’s aim. 

The stakeholder is viewed as a resource for the student-entrepreneur. 

 

 

2. Second type: Middle intensity, Open relations 

 

Most of the citations of this type of relationships are connected to clients and prospects, some 

are connected to competitors or to the associates of the student-entrepreneur. 

The openness to clients takes place in different ways : openness to meeting others, openness to 

collect information and treat feedbacks from clients and openness to deal with clients’ requests. 

Discussing and meeting with others generally and casually, students-entrepreneurs can notice a 

customers’ need for a business idea, as in Leo tells: “I drove with a swiss brand motor, I 

discussed with the guy who said me: “I would like to develop a little my thing, there should be 

more marketing (...)” It is here that my idea… “(ref1) 

To discover customers’s needs, the meeting can also be systematic with a large openness, as Jea 

tells: “I started downtown (...), I entered all the shops. It was to know the customers’ needs, to 

know what they ate at lunch. I saw that they ate always the same. I proposed if they were 

interested to vary and they were all willing to go.”(réf 4) 

Students-entrepreneurs are open to customers’ feedbacks or even conflicts and ready to modify 

their offer consequently. They can construct the product with their customers. They may follow 

a lean startup method as in Jee case: “What is great with internet is that we can test very quickly. 

We get immediate feedback from the market (...) when we started the lean start-up, we had 

already read it.”  (ref 2) 

 

The openness to respond to customers’ requests can go far when the students-entrepreneurs 

mention a threat on their own profitability as in the following case: “a client whose website was 

hacked shortly after I realized it. (...) I always suggest (...)  a service contract as (...) updates 

should be made regularly(..).the client estimated it was not necessary (...)  I offered him the 

repair (...). I worked an extra day without being paid.” (Nic ref 4) 

 

More surprisingly than with customers, students-entrepreneurs also mention an openness to 

competitors even if starting with hostility. Their relations can generate exchange of information, 
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collaboration and agreement as Ant tells: “we make the affiches because we know how to do 

that well, and we leave you, for example, the catalogue” (ref 4) 

With their associates too, students-entrepreneurs live an open relationship as they share different 

competences and tasks in their common project as Ant explains: “He took care of everything I 

didn't do.” (ref 2)  

More generally the students-entrepreneurs are aware of the importance of network mobilisation 

and cultivation with a large variety of  persons. In this network, help and gifts can be exchanged 

or received: “We always got all our opportunities thanks to the network. By meeting people, 

(...). Friends of friends. One level plus two, you know. Yeah, two handshakes away.” (Ant ref 7) 

In this type of relation, the stakeholder  is not seen as a useful resource but a  person, as Tom 

explains: “It depends a lot on the people you meet (...) The best energy you give off, the more 

people trust you and invest in you, whether by recommending us to other clients, etc.” (ref 3) 

This type of relation is characterized by an openness, that’s to say an open attitude to the 

unexpected : the student-entrepreneur opens himself to unexpected information, events and to 

stakeholders in a larger way than in the previous instrumental type. This type of relationship 

with the stakeholders is marked by an open attitude to others, to their needs and ideas, and to 

uncertainty. This gives birth to some sort of a movement, a dialogue where student-

entrepreneurs and stakeholders engage in a movement initiated by either of them. In this 

movement, the project evolves in reaction to successive different stakeholders’ influences. 

Discussions with the stakeholders can enlarge beyond the initial intention and explore new 

territories transforming the entrepreneurial project through new business ideas, new products or 

services.   

  

3. Third  type: Strong intensity, Nest relations 

 

This type of relations with stakeholders are of strong intensity but the stakeholder does not act 

directly in the project. The relations happen mostly in the BTE or in the family. Those 

stakeholders are the supporting context for the student-entrepreneur. 

 

The BTE appears to be a structured context characterized by key actors (coaches and other 

students) and also tools (training sessions and rules of dialog). This context is supporting the 

student-entrepreneur and his project and can even transform the project. 
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The students-entrepreneurs mention the help brought by the BTE, the exemplarity of other 

students and the feedbacks get during the training sessions, as Sev reports: “There are always 

several people here,  entrepreneurs, (...) Whenever we have a question, we come and see them, 

immediately there is feedback, there is help. (...) they have succeeded in creating the creative 

context (...) where we help each other (...) In our training sessions,  the thing that brings me the 

most is confronting our entrepreneurial project to the students of the promotion. (...) because it 

really makes you progress. (...) we have already implemented ideas that someone in the class 

had.’ (réf 3)  Flo also tells: “often ideas emerge outside, they are refined during the training 

sessions by talking with others or between the two doors. (...) Is there anyone who might be 

interested because I'm looking for someone who is bilingual in English, for example? During 

the training sessions we can ask the team to deepen the business model of the project.” (réf1). 

Jee reports that “we had dialogue sessions (...). To be able to have a more objective look that 

was brought to us by the community in fact.”(réf 1)  

 

Students-entrepreneurs also refer to the rules of dialog set by the coaches and lived during the 

training sessions. They learnt a kind way of beeing in relation. Sev testifies: “I think it's the 

coaches who, from the first year, teach us the rules of dialogue: not to judge each other, to listen 

actively, to be really interested in the other. (...) And unconsciously, without us realising it, we 

become benevolent. They instill in us this culture of benevolence and mutual aid.” (réf 4) 

 

One student-entrepreneur speaks of a relationship with love with one coach: “With K (a coach), 

it is love. I have always seen her as a second mother (...). I feel like most people don't understand 

what we go through, because we go through pretty extreme experiences. So to have someone in 

front of you, who says: "I understand you. I've been through it. I can help you", (...) It's mutual 

aid. So, yes, (with) K, love is fusional. What wouldn't I have done without her? (Guu ref 2) 

 

 

Thus the BTE with others students and coaches is a context with characteristics similar to the 

family as Guu mentioned. More precisely, the family is supporting the entrepreneurial project 

in a singular manner for each student-entrepreneur. For Guu, his mother is an exemplary figure, 

his “more beautiful model”. He learnt by observing and imitating his mother, also an 

entrepreneur. Yan also refers to entrepreneurs in his family. Actually his project involved his 

family and is developed with the family governance uses of exchange of information and 

discussion. 
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In this third type of relations (strong with no direct action in the entrepreneurial project), we 

found relations forming the supporting environment. The openness is larger than in the second 

previous type. The students-entrepreneurs express the help brought by this environment in two 

dimensions: affective and concrete. We found essentially two stakeholders: the pedagogical 

context (BTE) and the family. Those relations form a nest, a secure and supporting space where 

the student-entrepreneur can express himself with trust and transparency. The student-

entrepreneur acts in his project, meets customers and gets support from two families: his native 

one and the BTE forming a second family. In fact, we could notice that those two families have 

common characteristics in supporting the students-entrepreneurs. They both nourish the student-

entrepreneur and his project.   

 

 

4. Fourth type: Strong intensity, Relations with love and action 

 

 

This fourth type of relations is characterized by a strong intensity and the involvement of the 

stakeholder in the entrepreneurial project by acting in it. Those stakeholders are mostly 

associates thus revealed as a key stakeholder by the students-entrepreneurs. However, this type 

of relations could also be observed with other stakeholders like customers and also suppliers, 

competitors and media. 

 

The associate, the central figure in this type of relations, can be at the origin of the project. The 

students know each other and want to work together. In some cases, the associate can even be 

one of the most important persons in the student-entrepreneur's life.  Guu tells that the project 

started with the associate as a key role player: “I share values that are very, very powerful with 

my partner. It was with him that I started my first business at 13. We sold websites. We used to 

talk about business all day long on the school benches. Since then, it hasn't stopped. (...) I think 

it's a sign of destiny that we meet again on a project.” (ref 1) 

In this strong relationship with the associate, dialog is a way of regulation as Sev  explains: 

“every Monday morning from nine to noon the team meets. The leader of this meeting is rotating. 

(...) It's a space for dialogue where we put on the table the topics we want to discuss and for 
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which we haven't necessarily had time during the week because everyone has tasks to do.” (ref 

3)  

In this relation, trust can be observed in the way they take decisions. Jee compares with a couple 

and tells doing compromise with validation criteria. Antoine tells trusting his associate thus that 

each of them can take decisions individually. Tom and Mathis explain that the decisions must 

correspond to the values shared by the two associates and always taken together. 

Actually, the project is based on shared values and vision between the associates, as for Sev: 

“From the start, we said to ourselves that our goal is to reduce waste in France by eliminating 

food waste.” (ref 4) 

The associate also plays a central role in the motivation of the student-entrepreneur. Because the 

associate is involved in the project, the student-entrepreneur finds the energy to overcome the 

difficulties and to continue the project. The associate presence is a source of motivation as Guu 

tells: "If you weren't here, I would have given up a thousand times already. Because a thousand 

times, at two o'clock in the morning, I'm here thinking: "What am I doing here? I'm cold. I would 

be so good in bed (...), but I'm here for you. Because he is fighting for me and I am fighting for 

him.” (ref 2) 

This fourth type of relation could also be observed with customers. In fact students-

entrepreneurs have a frank dialog with customers bringing proximity, as in Jee’s story: “We 

started to have scheduling difficulties (...). And this client didn't hold it against us, we were able 

to talk about it freely, and in the end, as the meetings went on, we started to talk not only about 

the services, but also about how the business was going, what the development areas were, for 

us, for them (...) There was really a discussion between entrepreneurs. The relationship was 

built up over time. There was a closeness that was created that I appreciated very much.” (ref 

1) 

 

Guu explains that a relation with proximity with a customer leads the customer to propose to 

invest into his project (ref3) 

An other type of proximity happens in Jea’s business started with her relatives becoming the 

first customers. (Jea réf1) 
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With other stakeholders, strong relations could also be noticed with an involvement and an 

impact in the project. The student-entrepreneur and the stakeholder develop a deep link and 

work efficiently together in the project. Those stakeholders can be suppliers, competitors or 

media. They became partners. Thus, Nic explains that competitors free lance become partners 

on some web projects . They collaborate in an association. (ref 1 et 2) 

Leo  (ref1 and ref 2) and Sev (ref 5) give some details about the central role of suppliers in their 

respective projects 

Cle (ref 1) narrates the help he could obtain from media met around a shared vision.  

This fourth type of relationship is characterized by love and action. In this case, the link is strong 

and precious for the student-entrepreneur. The interests and desires of each stakeholder and the 

project are considered. We can feel a dance between the student-entrepreneur, the stakeholder 

and the project. With cooperation and creativity, the three are searching for an equilibrium. In 

some cases, we could notice a fit or an harmony between them with shared values and vision 

lived in a concrete project. 

The third and fourth types of relationship shared two features. The first feature is the affective 

dimension: the singularity of the person is considered with a love dimension. The second feature 

deals with the transformative role of the relationship as the student-entrepreneur openness is 

large. In fact, the student-entrepreneur, the stakeholder and the project can change because of 

the relationship. 

However, those two types are different: the fourth type happens in action whereas action is 

absent in the third type limited to an external support. Another difference relates to the fact that 

in the fourth type the relations are built with shared values and vision whereas in the third type, 

the relations are given in the context of a family native or around a pedagogical program.  

Discussion elements 

The network with instrumental relations can look like interconnected points as in Ingold’s figure 

1 
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Fig. 1 Network of interconnected points  - Source : Ingold (2016) 

The network with the three other types of relations can look like a meshwork as in Ingold 2016)’s 

figure 2. 

 

 

Fig 2: Meshwork  - Source : Ingold (2016) 
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Conclusion 

 

We conduct a content analysis (Miles & al., 2018), aimed at characterizing different logics of  

relational dynamics in the entrepreneurial students’ networks, in particular in reference to the  

effectual network of Sarasvathy & al. (2013) and the meshwork of Ingold (2017). We study the  

extent to which those relations contribute to the transformation of the entrepreneurial project  

and the individual himself and how this process of transformation takes place.  

We can notice that the entrepreneurial students have different ways of relating with their  

stakeholders, and their projects. We can observe that relationships can refer to  correspondence 

with attention, transformation and process in the students’ entrepreneurial  projects. We also 

noticed causal relationships, mainly based upon planification. We can also  find signs of volition 

and plans that are characteristics of hylemorphism, a different way of  relating than 

correspondence, defined by Ingold (2017). Thus, the entrepreneurial students’  relationships 

show either effectual - correspondence characteristics or causal - hylemorphism  characteristics.  

Our core contribution lies upon the light Ingold (2017)’s meshwork concept sheds on the  

effectual entrepreneur network.  
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