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Abstract

The formulation of entrepreneurial aspirations 
represents one of the key stages of the entrepreneurial 
process. In practice, however, not every declared 

intention is eventually translated into a viable enterprise, 
creating the phenomenon of the intention-action gap. This 
study is based upon the key principles of embeddedness 
perspective and the theory of planned behavior, considering 
a variety of factors that are able to increase or diminish 
the probability of an actual shift from entrepreneurial 
intentions to concrete start-up activities. These factors 
include the presence of a family business, support from 
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a university entrepreneurial environment, and the level 
of development of regional entrepreneurial institutions. 
An analysis of data on 4,484 students from 32 Russian 
universities gathered over the course of the international 
project, the Global University Entrepreneurial Spirit 
Students’ Survey (GUESSS), in 2013–2014 revealed 
a negative correlation between a family business and 
the probability of a potential entrepreneur’s shift from 
entrepreneurial aspirations to the actual creation of a start-
up enterprise. The development of regional entrepreneurial 
institutions, on the other hand, exhibits a positive link.

Citation: Bogatyreva K., Shirokova G.  (2017) From 
Entrepreneurial Aspirations to Founding a Business: 
The Case of Russian Students. Foresight and STI 
Governance, vol. 11, no 3, pp. 25–36. DOI: 10.17323/2500-
2597.2017.3.25.36

Assistant Professor, k.bogatyreva@gsom.pu.ru
Karina Bogatyreva a

Galina Shirokova a;b

Professor; and Chief Researcher at Chair of Management, shirokova@gsom.pu.ru

a Graduate School of Management, Saint-Petersburg University, 3 Volkhovsky pereulok, St. Petersburg 199004, 
Russian Federation.

b School of Economics and Management, Far Eastern Federal University, 8, Sukhanova str., Vladivostok 690091, 
Russian Federation.

From Entrepreneurial Aspirations to Founding 
a Business: The Case of Russian Students



26  FORESIGHT AND STI GOVERNANCE      Vol. 11   No  3      2017

People’s Entrepreneurial Activity: Sources and Patterns

The positions small and medium enterprises (SME) currently hold in the Russian economy can be 
described as weak, which significantly hinders the country’s overall development. SME’s share of 
the total turnover of goods and services is 25.4%, which is quite low compared with developed 

nations [Romanovskaya, 2015]. In 2015, the Russian government included support for small and 
medium enterprises in its package of anti-crisis measures [World Bank, 2015]. A specific form of such 
support is promoting careers in entrepreneurship among young Russians and creating conditions that 
would encourage them to set up and run their own companies [Karpunina et al., 2014]. Students are 
a particularly promising group in this respect [Shchegolev, Nikolaev, 2014]. Student entrepreneurship 
could promote young people’s integration into the business environment, and step up economic activity 
of the country’s able-bodied population [Khairetdinova, 2014].
Of 4,484 students of 32 Russian universities surveyed in 2013–2014 as part of the international project 
Global University Entrepreneurial Spirit Students’ Survey (GUESSS)1, about 53% have stated their 
intentions to start their own business within five years following graduation [Shirokova et al., 2015а]. 
However, entrepreneurial aspirations as such do not always translate into the actual implementation 
of a business idea — not by far. The phenomenon of the intention-action gap, i.e., failing to implement 
previous intentions, commands significant interest from psychologists (see e.g. [Ajzen, Czasch, Flood, 
2009; Armitage, Conner, 2001; Orbell, Sheeran, 1998; Sheeran, 2002; Sniehotta et al., 2005]). However, 
very few relevant studies were conducted by researchers specializing in entrepreneurship (see e.g. 
[Kautonen et al., 2013; Shirokova et al., 2015b; van Gelderen et al., 2015]). No such studies were found 
for Russia at all. Identifying factors which affect the probability (its increase or decrease) of moving on 
from entrepreneurial intentions to actually establishing a company seems to be a particularly relevant 
objective at this stage [Liñán, Fayolle, 2015].
Entrepreneurial intentions and their implementation largely depend on nascent entrepreneurs’ personal 
characteristics [Liñán, Fayolle, 2015]. The external environment also plays a role, since it affects individuals’ 
behavior including their involvement in entrepreneurship [Rauch, 2014]. This hypothesis is based on 
the “embeddedness perspective” concept which links people’s actions to the system of social relations 
and the context in which they are immersed [Welter, 2013; Granovetter, 1985; Welter, 2011]. The goal of 
our paper is to assess the impact of factors affecting, at various levels, the context of Russian university 
students’ moving on from entrepreneurial intentions to actually taking action on starting a new business. 
The originality of the study lies in its further elaboration of the planned behavior theory [Ajzen, 1991] 
by identifying the reasons of such a transition’s success. The study also considers the applicability of the 
embeddedness perspective for analyzing the role of various parameters of the environment in which 
entrepreneurship takes place. Finally, the traditional scope for applying an institutional approach to 
studying entrepreneurship was extended by considering the role of the regional institutional environment 
in the entrepreneurial intention-action transition.
The first section of the paper presents the theoretical basis of the study and formulates the hypotheses. 
Next comes a description of the applied methodology. The third section describes the results of the 
data analysis, and the fourth contains a discussion about them. The final section formulates our main 
conclusions, points out the limitations of the study, and outlines areas for future research in this field.

Theoretical basis and hypotheses of the study
According to the theory of planned behavior [Ajzen, 1991], targeted action by individuals is preceded by  
the emergence of their intentions, which in turn are affected by the following factors:
•	Personal attitude toward the relevant activities;
•	Perceived behavioral control based on the individual’s perception of how easy or difficult 

implementing their plans is going to be;
•	 Subjective norms defined by public opinion, which can either encourage one to or discourage one an 

individual from implementing said plans.
Intentions serve as an intermediate link between the above factors, a bridge to implementing action and 
achieving the desired objectives [Armitage, Conner, 2001].
The mechanism of intention formation remained the focus of attention of researchers specializing in 
entrepreneurship for a long time (see e.g. [Bird, 1988; Heuer, Liñán, 2013; Krueger, 2009; Liñán, Rodriguez-
Cohard, 2015; Shapero, Sokol, 1982; Schlaegel, Koenig, 2014; Shook, Bratianu, 2003]). The correlation 
between entrepreneurial intentions and the actual action they take empirically confirms the provisions 
of the theory of planned behavior [Kautonen et al., 2013; 2015; Liñán, Fayolle, 2015; van Gelderen et al., 
2015]. For student entrepreneurs, this correlation is just as valid as it is for older age groups [Shirokova 
et al., 2015a]. Being in a career choice situation forces students who intend to become entrepreneurs to 

1  For more details about the project see: http://www.guesssurvey.org/, last accessed on 26.08.2016.
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1  For more details about the project see: http://www.guesssurvey.org/, last accessed on 26.08.2016.

start doing something about it while they still continue their studies, to lay the groundwork for the future 
growth of their companies.
At the same time, the correlation between intention and action is rather weak. Previous studies show 
that the presence of the former explains no more than 30% of the resulting attribute’s variation — i.e. 
the implementation of actual action [Armitage, Conner, 2001; Sheeran, 2002]. These results indicate 
the situational nature of the intention-action transformation, and the presence of factors promoting 
or inhibiting this process. According to the embeddedness theory [Granovetter, 1985], the system of 
social relations and the context in which individuals find themselves significantly affect their behavior. 
Regarding entrepreneurship, it means that the probability of moving on from intention to action on 
starting a business may depend on specific characteristics of the individual’s environment. In our study, 
we propose and put forward a hypothesis that, for student entrepreneurs, this transition is embedded 
in the context of the family they come from, the university environment they are immersed in, and the 
region where they live and study.

Coming from a business-owning family
Coming from a business-owning family may largely pre-determine students’ career choices, prompting 
them to follow their parents’ career path and start their own business [Laspita et al., 2012]. Entrepreneurial 
parents may become role models for those students [Chlosta et al., 2012]. Also, people who come from 
a business-owning family tend to possess a higher quality of human capital due to the experience, 
knowledge, and skills necessary for running a business picked up from their parents, among other 
things, by participating in the management of the family firm [Lentz, Laband, 1990; Mueller, 2006]. Such 
students often feel more confident moving from entrepreneurial aspirations to action, which ultimately 
increases the likelihood of their creating a new company [Shirokova et al., 2015b].
Besides developing human capital, business owners may help their children to find and obtain the 
necessary resources for realizing their entrepreneurial intentions. Specifically, business owning parents 
serve as a source of financial support for their children [Dunn, Holtz-Eakin, 2000] and provide them with 
access to their social capital, i.e., the network of partners, suppliers, investors, and customers [Laspita et 
al., 2012]. The aforementioned early-stage advantages of people coming from business-owning families 
over other nascent entrepreneurs help them successfully complete the transition from intention to 
starting a business. No less important is the emotional support from the older generation: approval or 
encouragement is another important incentive to actually become an entrepreneur [Zanakis et al., 2012].
Russian entrepreneurs note the special role family support plays at the stage of business creation and 
initial development [Djankov et al., 2006; McCarthy et al., 2010]. As was already established, believing 
one’s knowledge and skills to be sufficient to run a business and possessing the required practical 
experience serve as major prerequisites for the emergence of relevant intentions in Russia [Aleksandrova, 
Verkhovskaya, 2015]. All these factors can be presumed also to be significant for people coming from 
a business-owning family, which may lead to not only the formation of corresponding intentions by 
Russian students, but their taking direct action to implement them. The above arguments allow one to 
put forward the following hypothesis:

H1: The positive relationship between entrepreneurial intentions and start-up activities will be stronger for 
Russian students with a family entrepreneurial background.

University entrepreneurial environment
Apart from the family environment, the creation of one’s own businesses by students is also affected by 
the university context [Shirokova et al., 2015b]. Potential student entrepreneurs spend most of their time 
at their place of study, so the academic environment significantly influences their disposition towards 
particular activities. Specifically, students’ entrepreneurial intentions and their subsequent transformation 
into action may be affected by the university’s initiatives aimed at promoting student entrepreneurship 
[Bae et al., 2014; Shirokova et al., 2015; Zhang et al., 2014].
Such initiatives include certain courses, e.g., entrepreneurship courses and seminars designed to give 
students the basic knowledge and skills required for running a business [Shirokova et al., 2014; Klofsten, 
2000]. Educational initiatives are aimed at improving the quality of the crucial resource — human 
capital, to compensate for students’ lack of experience as early-stage entrepreneurs [Zhao et al., 2005]. 
University-based business incubators and accelerators, whose residents receive the opportunity to quickly 
turn their ideas into actual start-ups, find investors, and seek out expert support, also play an important 
role in transforming entrepreneurial aspirations into action [Hughes et al., 2007]. The university may 
turn into a source of social capital for young entrepreneurs, through mentoring programs, seminars and 
training events with the participation of experienced businessmen, designed not only to provide useful 
knowledge and skills, but also to expand the students’ network of business contacts [Nielsen, Lassen, 
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2012; Davidsson, Honig, 2003; De Clercq, Arenius, 2006; Morales-Gualdron, Roig, 2005; Sequeira et al., 
2007]. Finally, universities can provide access to financial capital through special funding programs for 
student startups [Parker, Belghitar, 2006].
In present-day Russia, the need to promote the entrepreneurial aspect of universities’ activities is 
universally accepted [Shchegolev, Nikolaev, 2014]. Many universities run successful business incubators 
which help nascent entrepreneurs at the project launch stage. In particular, such universities include 
National Research University Higher School of Economics, Lomonosov Moscow State University, 
Financial University under the Government of the Russian Federation, St. Petersburg National Research 
University of Information Technologies, Mechanics and Optics, and others. The requirements for 
graduates are also changing: along with basic and specialized disciplines, a special effort is being made 
to promote specific personality traits such as initiative, leadership, enterprise, and the ability to generate 
new ideas and realize them [Zakharova, 2013; Reznik, Ponomarenko, 2010]. Taken together, these traits 
can significantly affect the emergence of entrepreneurial intentions and their subsequent implementation.
Today’s educational programs and extracurricular activities increasingly often include business case 
studies, computerized business simulations, business plan development, workshops and master classes 
led by expert entrepreneurs, and targeted educational modules on entrepreneurship [Konyukhova, 2014; 
Shchegolev, Nikolaev, 2014; Shcherbakova, 2012]. Students participate in business plan competitions, 
which allows them not only to test their ideas and receive feedback from experts and experienced 
entrepreneurs but also, if they win, secure financial support for further development. In particular, such 
annual events include the student business plan competition held by the Graduate School of Management 
of St. Petersburg University, or the “My First Business” project by National University of Science and 
Technology MISiS. All of the above can be summarized in the following hypothesis:

H2: The positive relationship between entrepreneurial intentions and start-up activities will be stronger 
for Russian students coming from universities with a favorable entrepreneurial environment.

Regional institutional environment
Along with the family and university contexts, the emergence of entrepreneurial aspirations, and the 
likelihood of taking practical steps toward realizing them can also be affected by the external institutional 
conditions. The latter are defined by the institutions’ specific features, which either promote or hinder 
the development of entrepreneurship in a region. This factor is particularly relevant in Russia, which is a 
country with significant disparities in many regions’ entrepreneurial infrastructure, which directly affect 
small business development on a national scale [Saidullaev, 2015].
The institutional approach to studying entrepreneurship presumes that institutions set conditions under 
which entrepreneurs operate and make decisions on starting and running their businesses [Bruton et al., 
2010; Peng, 2003]. These conditions may affect people’s individual perception of their prospects for starting 
a business, and their willingness to move forward and take action to implement their entrepreneurial 
intentions [Kibler, 2013].
Entrepreneurial behavior is embedded into the institutional context and affected by a number of 
encouraging or discouraging factors [Welter, 2013; Welter, 2011; Welter, Smallbone, 2011] such as 
regulatory initiatives of the regional authorities [Stenholm et al., 2013]. Initiatives of this kind include 
regional small business and entrepreneurship promotion programs whose large-scale implementation 
increases the probability of nascent entrepreneurs’ moving from intention to action and therefore 
investing their time, resources and efforts in setting up a company. However, low participation in such 
programs has been observed in most Russian regions and combined with other factors affecting regional 
development may have a more powerful negative impact upon this process. Other factors in this case 
include the state of the legal environment, administrative norms and the level of their enforcement in the 
region, and, finally, the level of corruption.
As was demonstrated in a recent study [Costa, Mainardes, 2016], the perceived level of corruption 
negatively affects the emergence of entrepreneurial intentions. It probably has the same effect on the 
transition from intentions to action. This is particularly critical for Russia, which holds 119th place out of 
167 in the perceived corruption ranking [Transparency International, 2015]. According to the European 
Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD), in a number of Russian regions the high level of 
corruption is perceived as one of the largest barriers hindering business development [EBRD, 2012]. 
Various aspects of regional socioeconomic development also seem to be quite important, such as access 
to financial resources and human capital, i.e., the availability of personnel with particular qualifications 
and specializations; the size of market entry barriers created by factors such as the level and severity of 
competition and the presence of large firms in the region; effective demand; the availability of transport; 
access to technology and equipment; S&T potential; information environment; resource self-sufficiency; 
the level of development of innovative territorial clusters, regional “business catalysts”, etc. [Kutsenko, 
2015; Makarov, Ugnich, 2015; Pavlov, 2008; Fritsch, Storey, 2014]. The above parameters significantly 
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vary in different Russian regions [EBRD, 2012], as does their effect on the emergence of entrepreneurial 
intentions and the transition to action aimed at starting one’s own business.
Keeping in mind the above arguments, the following hypothesis can be formulated:

H3: The positive relationship between entrepreneurial intentions and start-up activities will be stronger 
for Russian students coming from regions with a favorable institutional environment with respect to 
entrepreneurship.

A generalized theoretical model of the study is presented in Figure 1.

Methodology of the study
Description of the sample
The international GUESSS project (data collected in its framework provided the empirical basis of our 
study) was launched in 2003 by the Swiss Research Institute of Small Business and Entrepreneurship of 
the University of St. Gallen (KMU-HSG). Its objective was to study students’ entrepreneurial aspirations 
taking into account such factors as family support, the university environment, and the socio-cultural 
context. In the scope of the GUESSS project, data is collected every two years with international coverage 
of students specializing in different fields of study. In 2013–2014, 109,026 students were surveyed at 
759 universities in 34 countries. Russia has participated in the project since 2011. The national operator 
of the project is the Graduate School of Management of St. Petersburg University, which is responsible 
for recruiting Russian universities and the translation and distribution of questionnaires among the 
participants. Between the start of October and the end of December 2013, 4,578 Russian students were 
surveyed at 32 Russian universities2.
For the purposes of this study, students who came to Russia on exchange programs and those studying 
as part of continuing professional education programs were excluded from the general sample. The final 
sample comprised 4,484 students from 19 Russian regions.

Measuring variables
Dependent variable. Since our study is focused on the transition from entrepreneurial aspirations to 
taking action on starting one’s own business, a binary variable was chosen as the resulting characteristic 
of the model. It takes the value of 0 if the student did not do anything to establish a company, and 
1 if even a single practical step was actually taken. The list of such steps based on the international 
projects “Panel Study of Entrepreneurial Dynamics” (PSED) and “Global Entrepreneurship Monitor” 
(GEM) included the following: “Discussed product or business idea with potential customers”, “Collected 
information about markets or competitors”, “Has written up a business plan”, “Launched product/service 
development”, “Started marketing or promotion campaigns”, “Purchased materials, equipment or machinery 
for the business”, “Attempted to obtain external funding”, “Applied for a patent, copyright or trademark”, 

“Registered the company”, and “Sold the product or service”. 
Independent variable. Students’ entrepreneurial intentions were measured using the scale presented 
in [Liñán, Chen, 2009]. The respondents were asked to assess the following statements on a scale of 1 

 

 

 

 

 Entrepreneurial  
intentions Start-up activities

Control variables:
age, gender,  

specialization

Region

University

Family
H3(+)

H2(+)

H1(+)

Figure 1. Theoretical model of the study

Source: compiled by the authors.

2   For more about the implementation of the GUESSS project in Russia in 2013–2014 see: [Shirokova et al., 2015b].
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(totally disagree) to 7 (completely agree) “I am ready to do anything to become an entrepreneur”, “My 
professional goal is to become an entrepreneur”, “I will make every effort to start and run my own firm”, 

“I am determined to create a firm in the future”, “I have very seriously thought of starting a firm”, and “I 
have serious intentions of starting a firm someday”. On the basis of the answers, the average strength 
of each student’s entrepreneurial aspirations was calculated. The missing values were replaced with the 
average ones for the university, since the number of omissions did not exceed 7% of the total sample. The 
distribution of missing values by basic demographic characteristics (gender, age, profile of studies, family 
status) on average matched the general sample’s trends, without any obvious outliers.
Moderators. For the purposes of this study, the following moderators of the relationship between students’ 
intentions and their actual involvement in business activities were used: coming from a business-owning 
family; the university environment; and the level of development of the regional institutions responsible 
for promoting entrepreneurship.
Family entrepreneurial background. This variable takes the value of 1 if at least one of the student’s parents 
is an entrepreneur, and 0 if that is not the case.
University entrepreneurial environment was assessed by students using a scale of 1 (totally disagree) to 
7 (completely agree) to evaluate the following statements: “The atmosphere at my university inspired me 
to develop ideas for a new business”, “There is a favorable climate for becoming an entrepreneur at my 
university”, “At my university, students are encouraged to engage in entrepreneurial activities” [Franke, 
Lüthje, 2004; Geissler, 2013]. Missing values were substituted with averages for the university.
The level of development of regional institutions was operationalized using data collected by the analytical 
center of the Russian Small Business and Entrepreneurship Support Bank (MSP Bank, Inc.) in 2012–
2013 through a survey entitled “Small and Medium Business Conditions Index” [MSP Bank, 2014]. The 
objective of the project was to assess business conditions in Russian regions on the basis of Rosstat data 
and the results of studies on the Russian entrepreneurial environment. The following indicators were 
used:

1) Production factors: access to necessary resources such as financial and human capital, and regional 
entrepreneurship infrastructure;

2) Demand and competition: market entry barriers, effective demand;
3) Regulatory impact: support of entrepreneurship provided by the regional authorities;
4) Macroeconomic risks: inflation, regional budget balance, the region’s revenues/expenditures ratio, 

the share of expenditures in gross regional product;
5) Risks related to crime, excessive administrative barriers, and corruption.

The MSP Bank’s rating ranked Russian regions by each of the above groups of factors depending on 
the “grade” they received (good, satisfactory, or poor). We converted these qualitative indicators into 
quantitative ones by assigning the following values to the assessments of the factor groups: 1 = poor, 
2 = satisfactory, and 3 = good. Next, the level of development of the institutions potentially capable of 
promoting or hindering entrepreneurship was calculated for each region. The list of regions, the number 
of the respondents covered by the GUESSS project, and the assessments of the institutional environment’s 
development are presented in Table 1.
Control variables. Students’ personal characteristics (such as gender and age) can significantly affect the 
emergence of entrepreneurial intentions and, as a consequence, their willingness to take relevant action 
[Haus et al., 2013; Levesque, Minniti, 2006]; accordingly, these variables were included in the model as 
control variables. The variable “Age” was measured in years; the missing values were replaced with the 
averages in accordance with the approach proposed in [Afifi, Elashoff, 1966]. The variable “Gender” is a 
binary variable: it takes the value of 1 for female and 0 for male students. In addition to socio-demographic 
characteristics, students’ major specialization was also taken into account [Kolverei, Moen, 1997] given 
that students studying economics or business/management can be expected to be more inclined towards 
entrepreneurship. This variable is also binary, and takes the value of 1 if the student specializes in the 
above fields, and 0 in all other cases.
We tested the reliability of latent variables’ values in the model. Cronbach’s alpha for entrepreneurial 
intentions was 0.95, and for university entrepreneurial environment it was 0.88, which is above the 
recommended value of 0.7 and therefore indicates the inherent compliance of the characteristic chosen 
to describe the above theoretical constructs [Cronbach, 1951]. Descriptive statistics for the variables and 
the correlation matrix are presented in Tables 2 and 3.

Data analysis results
The study’s hypotheses were tested by evaluating a three-step logistic regression. To exclude 
heteroscedasticity, robust standard errors were used at all three stages of the evaluation. The results of 
testing the hypotheses are presented in Table 4.
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At the first stage of the study, the control variables’ effects were measured (Model 1), and a positive 
correlation was discovered between students’ age (b = 0.038, p < 0.05) and actual steps taken to start their 
own business. It was established that women were less likely than men to realize their entrepreneurial 
intentions (b = –0.981, p < 0.001). Finally, students specializing in economics or business management 
demonstrated a more pronounced inclination to implement their business ideas compared with all others 
(b = 0.487, p < 0.001).
At the second stage, the main effects were added to the model (Model 2) and a direct relationship was 
found between students’ intentions and participation in entrepreneurial activities (b = 0.503, p < 0.001). 
Also, the positive effect of a family entrepreneurial background was established (b = 0.418, p < 0.001), as 
was the negative influence of the university entrepreneurial environment (b = –0.057, p < 0.05).
At the third stage, the testing of moderation effects (Model 3), after adding the moderators, the assessment 
of the regression coefficient “Entrepreneurial intentions” variable ceased to be statistically significant, 
which implies that the nature of transition from entrepreneurial intentions to action is situational. The 
results of empirical testing revealed that one of the factors promoting this process was the level of the 
development of the regional institutional environment (b = 0.042, p < 0.05), which confirms hypothesis 
H3. The coefficient of the variable reflecting students’ family entrepreneurial background turned out to 
be negative, i.e., students whose parents are entrepreneurs are less likely to implement their own business 
initiatives (b = –0.102, p < 0.1), which refutes hypothesis Н1. The regression coefficient of university 

Table 1. Assessment of Russian regional institutional environments’ development (2014)

Регион Number of 
respondents

Production 
factors

Demand and 
competition

Regulatory 
impact

Macroeconomic 
risks

Administrative 
barriers and 
corruption

Total

Altai Republic 38 3 1 2 1 2 9
Astrakhan Region 55 1 1 1 3 2 8
Bryansk Region 123 1 2 2 1 2 8
Volgograd Region 101 1 2 2 2 1 8
Voronezh Region 90 2 2 2 2 3 11
Irkutsk Region 142 1 2 2 3 3 11
Krasnoyarsk Region 90 2 2 1 1 2 8
Moscow 540 2 3 3 2 2 12
Novgorod Region 211 2 2 2 3 2 11
Novosibirsk Region 82 2 2 2 3 2 11
Perm Region 225 1 3 3 2 1 10
Primorsky Region 186 2 1 1 2 3 9
Republic of Sakha 
(Yakutia)

222
3 2 3 3 3 14

Republic of Tatarstan 469 2 3 3 3 3 14
Rostov Region 83 1 2 3 3 3 12
St. Petersburg 1026 2 3 2 3 3 13
Sverdlovsk Region 42 1 3 2 2 2 10
Stavropol Region 635 1 2 1 2 2 8
Tomsk Region 97 2 3 2 2 2 11
Source: compiled by the authors on the basis of data in [MSP Bank, 2014].

Table 2. Descriptive statistics

Variable Mean value Standard deviation Min Max
1. Involvement in start-up activities — — 0 1
2. Entrepreneurial intentions 4.60 1.62 1 7
3. Family entrepreneurial background — — 0 1
4. University entrepreneurial environment 4.43 1.57 1 7
5. Regional institutions 9.54 1.78 6 12
6. Age 20.14 1.86 17 40
7. Gender — — 0 1
8. Specialization — — 0 1
Source: compiled by the authors.
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entrepreneurial environment turned out to be insignificant, which means that hypothesis H2 was not 
confirmed.

Discussion
The theory of planned behavior [Ajzen, 1991] implies a direct relationship between intentions and the 
actions taken to implement them. The results of our study confirmed the validity of this theory regarding 
the transition from entrepreneurial aspirations to starting and running one’s own business by early-stage 
entrepreneurs — the students of Russian universities. This intuitively reliable conclusion corresponds with 
most of the relevant studies [Kautonen et al., 2013, 2015; Liñán, Fayolle, 2015; Shirokova et al., 2015; van 
Gelderen et al., 2015]. At the same time, the theory of planned behavior (which was developed primarily 
to explain the mechanism of intention formation) does not fully explain the gap between intentions and 
action, i.e., the situations where declared intentions were not actually realized. Our results show that the 
transition from the former to the latter is affected by the context, by factors that can either increase or 
reduce the probability of such a transition.
Students who are considering a career in entrepreneurship and come from business-owning families are 
rather less likely to realize such intentions. This finding contradicts our initial hypothesis about the role 
of family business in this process. There may be several possible explanations. Firstly, people who come 

Table 3. Correlation matrix

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
1. Involvement in start-up activities 1
2. Entrepreneurial intentions 0.254** 1
3. Family entrepreneurial background 0.010** 0.099** 1
4. University entrepreneurial environment 0.031* 0.266 –0.004 1
5. Regional institutions –0.005 –0.067** –0.015 –0.031* 1
6. Age 0.041* –0.001 –0.039* –0.033* –0.031* 1
7. Gender –0.188** –0.028 –0.028† 0.019 –0.048* –0.052** 1
8. Specialization 0.089** 0.064** 0.064** 0.094** 0.065** 0.038* 0.002 1

† p < 0.1; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.001 (2-tailed).
Note: A point biserial correlation coefficient was used to calculate the correlation between variables if one of them was binary; in all other cases, the Pearson 
correlation coefficient was used.
Source: compiled by the authors.

Table 4. Regression analysis results

Variables Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
Control variables

Age 0.038* 0.064** 0.062**
Gender –0.981*** –0.954*** –0.956***
Specialization 0.487*** 0.319*** 0.312***

Main effects
Entrepreneurial intentions 0.503*** 0.201
Family entrepreneurial background 0.418*** 0.973**
University entrepreneurial environment –0.057* 0.031
Regional institutions –0.002 –0.227**

Moderating effects
Entrepreneurial intentions Х family entrepreneurial background –0.102†
Entrepreneurial intentions Х university entrepreneurial environment –0.015
Entrepreneurial intentions Х regional institutions 0.042*
Constant –1.844*** –4.681*** –3.038**
N 4479 4358 4358
Prob > chi2 0.000 0.000 0.000
Pseudo R2 0.045 0.119 0.121
*** p < 0.001; ** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05; † p<0.1.
Source: compiled by the authors.
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from business-owning families can realize their entrepreneurial aspirations not just by creating their own 
firm but also by becoming the successor to the family business. This saves such nascent entrepreneurs 
from taking numerous steps on their own, which may partially explain the established negative correlation 
between coming from a business-owning family and taking action to implement one’s entrepreneurial 
intentions. This hypothesis is confirmed by the results of the GUESSS 2013–2014 study: the average 
measured value of the assessment by Russian students coming from business-owning families about their 
joining the family firm as a possible career path was higher than that of the international sample: 3.41 
vs. 2.67, respectively [Shirokova et al., 2015b]. Another factor likely affecting the lower rate of Russian 
students coming from business-owning families realizing their entrepreneurial intentions may be doubts 
concerning the prospects of such a career in Russia, reinforced by the practical experience of their 
family. Russian businesses, which has to survive in a developing economy, are highly dynamic and highly 
aggressive [Puffer, McCarthy, 2001]. The negative business experience of family members may prompt 
students to abandon their entrepreneurial aspirations and pursue a career outside of entrepreneurship.
We were unable to confirm a relationship between a developed entrepreneurial environment at a student’s 
university and the likelihood of he or she making the transition from entrepreneurial aspirations to 
establishing a business. Despite the obvious success of providing various kinds of support to student 
entrepreneurship, the overall relevant infrastructure needs further development [Karpunina et al., 
2014]. An important step along this path would the adoption of the entrepreneurial university model 
as a target milestone [Bokov et al., 2011; Ivashchenko et al, 2014]. This model covers various areas of 
university activity in addition to academic initiatives, and stipulates the creation of innovation centers, 
the commercialization of research results, the expansion of funding sources, the promotion of an 
entrepreneurial culture and a good business environment, and active cooperation with members of 
the business community [Ivashchenko et al., 2014; Konstantinov, Filonovich, 2007; Tappaskhanova et al., 
2014]. Implementing such initiatives at Russian universities would provide a significant incentive for 
transforming students’ entrepreneurial aspirations into actual efforts at founding a firm.
Finally, we established a positive moderating effect from the level of development of the regional 
entrepreneurial infrastructure on the link between students’ entrepreneurial intentions and actions. This 
is in line with the initial assumption about the effect of the local institutional context on people’s business 
activities. As was shown in a recent study [Aleksandrova, Verkhovskaya, 2015], one of the more important 
factors of the latter is the positive perception of business conditions in the region. Our conclusions confirm 
the validity of this thesis regarding the realization of entrepreneurial intentions. Due to significantly 
differing business conditions across various Russian regions, SMEs are not developing evenly in the 
country [Gosudarstvennyi Sovet Rossiiskoi Federatsii, 2015]. Of course, the specific regional policies are 
affected by the nation-wide policies, and by each region’s particular development goals and objectives 
[Gnevko, 2010]. However, as we were able to demonstrate, a regional system for providing various kinds 
of support to entrepreneurship via programs based on the Federal Law No. 209-FZ “On the development 
of small and medium entrepreneurship in the Russian Federation” of 24.07.2007, or through indirect 
measures to promote effective demand, combat corruption, and improve the regional macro-economic 
situation, could increase the number of young entrepreneurs willing to move from intentions to action, 
start their own businesses and contribute to an overall increase in business activity.

Contribution to theory and practical significance of this study
Our study was intended to obtain a deeper understanding of the relationship between the main components 
of the entrepreneurial process in Russia. It further clarifies the theory of planned behavior [Ajzen, 1991] 
regarding factors that could presumably affect the transition from intention to entrepreneurial action. 
We demonstrated the applicability of the “embeddedness” concept [Granovetter, 1985] to various 
kinds of people’s business activities. Finally, we tried to extend the scope of applying the institutional 
approach to studying entrepreneurship by revealing the role of regional institutions in the conversion of 
entrepreneurial aspirations into relevant action in the context of emerging markets.
The conclusions made on the basis of this study could be useful to the developers of regional 
entrepreneurship promotion programs. In particular, we have in mind the variety of factors affecting the 
entrepreneurial intention–action transition, specifically the unique Russian aspects of this process. The 
new knowledge can also be applied in business education programs offered at Russian universities, which 
in the end ultimately affect the level of students’ overall entrepreneurial activities.

Limitations and areas for further research
Cross-sectional data were used in our study, i.e., the strength of entrepreneurial intentions and action 
taken to create new businesses were measured at just one point in time — providing no opportunity to 
assess their dynamics. Since intentions tend to change, their explanatory function reduces with time 
[Sutton, 1998]; therefore, the role of various factors affecting the intention-action transition was in the 
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focus of our paper. Still, a possible area for studying the link between intentions and actual entrepreneurial 
activities in the Russian context might be found in longitudinal studies.
In this paper, we relied on an exclusively student sample, which does not allow us to extrapolate the results 
for other early-stage entrepreneur groups. Another possible area for future research could be testing the 
factors affecting the entrepreneurial intention-action transition of members of different social groups. 
Also, the results of our analysis are relevant only for the Russian context. Similar studies conducted in 
other countries would probably discover other constellations of entrepreneurial ecosystem elements for 
consideration.
Finally, we attempted to measure the unidirectional links between the main elements of the business 
process. However, moving on from entrepreneurial intentions to action is a complex and multifaceted 
activity, so studying it involves the application of quantitative research techniques to fully understand all 
its aspects.

Conclusion
The theory of planned behavior implies a direct relationship between intentions and the steps taken to 
implement them. In the case of entrepreneurship, this relationship can be strengthened or weakened by 
a host of context-dependent factors. In our study, we used the embeddedness perspective to establish the 
negative effect of students’ family entrepreneurial background on their transition from having business 
aspirations to taking relevant action, and the positive effect of the regional institutional entrepreneurial 
environment on this process. Our paper contributes to advancing entrepreneurship studies, and has 
practical value for the designers of regional business promotion programs and relevant educational 
initiatives.

This research was conducted with financial support from a Russian Science Foundation grant (project No. 14-18-01093).
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