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Abstract In spite of all the scholarly attention it has
garnered, effectuation research continues to face a series
of theoretical and methodological challenges. In order to
help move effectuation research forward, we content-
analyze a comprehensive sample of 101 effectuation
articles published in JCR®-listed journals between 1998
and 2016 (inclusively), with the specific aim of
uncovering the main conceptual and methodological ar-
ticulations that have underpinned effectuation research to
date. In doing so, we not only uncover some the field’s
achievements and shortcomings but also examine the
extent to which published effectuation research addresses
its most salient criticisms. We build on these observations
to propose three recommendations for future advances,
namely (1) conceiving effectuation as a “mode of
action”; (2) developing new methodological indicators
centered on effectuation’s concrete manifestations; and
(3) examining the underlying dynamics explaining effec-
tuation’s antecedents and consequences.
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1 Introduction

Effectuation has garnered considerable scholarly atten-
tion over the last 20 years (cf. Alsos and Clausen 2014;
Gabrielsson and Politis 2011; Perry et al. 2012). More-
over, scientific interest for effectuation has extended
well beyond entrepreneurship circles—including into
creativity and innovation (e.g., Berends et al. 2014;
Blauth et al. 2014), marketing (e.g., Chetty et al. 2015;
Coviello and Joseph 2012), and operations and project
management (e.g., Golicic and Sebastiao 2011; Midler
and Silberzahn 2008).

Yet, in spite of all these contributions, vigorous de-
bates remain about effectuation’s articulation (cf. Arend
et al. 2015, 2016; versus Garud and Gehman 2016;
Gupta and Bylund 2017; Gupta et al. 2016; Read et al.
2016; Reuber et al. 2016). Academic research on effec-
tuation has also grown into a somewhat fragmented
literature (Alsos et al. 2016)—with different studies
focusing on different topics, often using different con-
ceptions, data, and/or methods of observation. These
disparities make it difficult to build on prior
studies, thereby hindering knowledge accumulation
and hampering extant efforts to advance academic un-
derstanding of effectuation, its manifestations, anteced-
ents, benefits, and pitfalls.

To help advance effectuation research in ways that
could address these challenges, we content-analyze a
comprehensive sample of 101 effectuation articles
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published between 1998 and 2016 (inclusively) in aca-
demic journals listed in the 2016 edition of Thomson
Reuters’ InCites™ Joumal-Citation-Reports® (JCR). In
the manner of what Geroski (1995) offered with respect
to economic research on new venture entry, we begin by
grouping together articles that focused on similar research
questions and topics: this allows us to uncover the key
principles and “stylized results” forming the core of
effectuation knowledge to date. In turn, we investigate
the conceptual and methodological articulations that en-
abled these core notions and findings. By doing so, we
not only document the field’s primary achievements but
also examine the extent to which it addresses its most
salient criticisms. Our analyses thus complement Arend
et al.’s (2015) assessment of effectuation theory with an
assessment of effectuation research. Building on these
analyses, we use our creative judgment to effectually
design suggestions for future research.

Our analyses and observations point to three promis-
ing avenues of future development. First, and in order to
foster knowledge accumulation and alleviate extant con-
fusion about effectuation’s conceptual articulation, we
argue for conceiving effectuation as a mode of action—
an articulation that is consistent with effectuation’s place
within the broader research and theories of human ac-
tion. Second, we recommend (and illustrate) the devel-
opment of new methods of observation centered on
carefully tailored behavioral indicators, specific to par-
ticular contexts, industries, or pursuits. Third, we en-
courage future studies to develop deeper explanations
(and more rigorous observations) of the reasons why the
mobilization of an effectual mode of action might have
specific antecedents or consequences.

2 Effectuation research

The idea of effectuation has been abundantly discussed
before. Accordingly, we only provide a brief overview
of effectuation’s core notions, followed by a summary of
what prior reviews have highlighted.

2.1 The idea of effectuation

From a theoretical standpoint, effectuation is about hu-
man action—and more specifically, about the unfolding
process of entrepreneurial action (see Arend et al. 2015,
p. 631). It refers to a particular way of articulating one’s
actions, which also considers such things as the context
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in which these actions take place, the resources one has,
the constraints one may face, and the aims, goals, and
ends one might pursue given all this. What sets effectu-
ation apart is that it centers squarely on those situations
wherein formulating courses of action based on one’s
predictions about the future becomes fundamentally
difficult—if not impossible altogether. This is the case
of situations qualified as radically uncertain, that is,
situations wherein the consequences of one’s actions
and the conditions and/or factors of success are ex ante
unknowable (see Knight 1921; Wiltbank et al. 2006;
Townsend et al. 2018).

Effectuation is thus particularly relevant for entrepre-
neurial efforts to introduce innovative products, services,
and other “ways of doing business” in the economy
(McMullen and Dimov 2013; McMullen and Shepherd
2006). The more novel and innovative such products,
services, and other ways of doing business are, the less
possible it becomes to obtain ahead of time valid infor-
mation for optimizing what aspects or features to push
forward, with what kind of customers and market(s), in
what forms, how, through what channels or distribution
mode, at what price point(s), and so on. An important
reason for this is that in such situations, it becomes
difficult for market actors to express their impressions
of hitherto unknown innovations with which they are not
familiar. For instance, automobile pioneer Henry Ford
legendarily remarked: “If Id asked my customers what
they wanted, they would have said ‘a faster horse’”
(quoted in Brown 2009, p. 40). Because of the radical
uncertainty inherent to entrepreneurial innovations, this
kind of information cannot be obtained by extrapolating
from prior cases. Instead of trying to act on the basis of a
future that is impossible to predict, effectuation postulates
that one can circumvent the uncertainty quagmire by
actively trying to shape the future—and most notably
by seeking out cocreative commitments from potential
partners, suppliers, clients, and other stakeholders. By
turning these commitments into realized actions, effectual
actors end up creating a new reality that effectively sub-
limates prior uncertainties.

This explicit focus on the unfolding of human action
in the face of radical uncertainty sets effectuation apart
from causal models of human action. By contrast to
such models, effectuation posits that the means, re-
sources, and capabilities one can mobilize constitute
more influential determinants of action than the ends
one might elect to pursue. Needless to say, an individual
might have some general sense of what s/he would like
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to do (see McMullen and Shepherd 2006; Dimov 2017).
But a highly defined goal derived from extensive anal-
yses of one’s circumstances to identify particularly sa-
lient and/or desirable ends need not form the starting
point of one’s entrepreneurial efforts.

Instead of trying to identify the optimal means to
pursue a previously determined objective, acting effec-
tually poses a different challenge to individual actors:
Given an uncertain world, what could I do with the
means, resources, and capabilities I have or could read-
ily mobilize? Seen from this angle, human action ceases
to be an optimization problem (finding the right means
to pursue a given end, given a set of environmental
constraints; see Simon 1973): it becomes an imagina-
tion problem, a design problem (cf. Hatchuel 2001;
Sarasvathy 2003; Sarasvathy et al. 2008). Similarly,
the process of entrepreneurial action is no longer con-
ceived as a series of efforts to optimize goal pursuits in
the face of constraining circumstances (as with causal
models of human action); it becomes a series of efforts
to engage the world with the means one has and to try
convincing others to join in these efforts—with the
potential effect of changing those circumstances and
shaping an otherwise unpredictable future (Sarasvathy
2004; Sarasvathy et al. 2008, 2013).

2.2 The empirical evidence: what do we know
from prior reviews

Initial support for effectuation emerged from
Sarasvathy’s (1998) dissertation at Carnegie Mellon
University. Working with Nobel laureate Herbert A.
Simon, Sarasvathy sought to answer two closely related
research questions focusing on the particular reasoning
strategies of expert entrepreneurs:

1. What commonalities and differences exist in the
decision-making processes of a group of expert
entrepreneurs who start with the same idea for a
new venture and face exactly the same set of deci-
sions in building it? (and)

2. In the face of nonexistent or not-yet-existent mar-
kets, what underlying beliefs about the predictabil-
ity of the future influence the decisions expert en-
trepreneurs make as they build a new venture?
(Sarasvathy 2008, p. 12)

Sarasvathy examined these questions by
conducting a verbal protocol study (Ericsson and

Simon 1993) wherein she presented 27 expert entre-
preneurs with “ten decisions problems (that) arise in
the context of building a new company for an imagi-
nary product” (Sarasvathy 2008, p. 309). In turn, she
observed that these individuals spontaneously and
systematically approached the carly stages of entre-
preneurial pursuits by mobilizing five key principles:
(1) bird in hand, (2) affordable loss, (3) lemonade, (4)
patchwork quilt, and (5) pilot in the plane (see
Sarasvathy 2001; but also 2008, p. 15—16 and Table 2).
Although the generalizability of Sarasvathy’s original
findings have been called into question (see Arend
et al. 2015, p. 638, and Baron 2009), these five prin-
ciples gradually came to form the bedrock of effectu-
ation’s manifestations “in the real world”—the
markers of effectuation, so to speak.

Working on that basis, Read et al. (2009b) conducted
a meta-analytic review of 48 studies published in the
Journal of Business Venturing—studies that focused on
the relationships between variables these authors
deemed representative of the above effectuation’s prin-
ciples (though not necessarily conceived or articulated
to do so originally) and different measures of new
venture performance. This review yielded early evi-
dence of effectuation’s performance benefits—at least
with respect to the above bird-in-hand, lemonade, and
patchwork-quilt principles. Owing to the small number
of pertinent studies, evidence for the affordable-loss
principle proved inconclusive, and the study did not
include evidence for the pilot-in-the-plane principle.
Furthermore, the authors readily admitted that while
there was evidence supporting positive relationships
between entrepreneurship-relevant means for the “what
1 know, who am I, and whom I know” sub-dimensions of
the bird-in-hand principle, there also was evidence
supporting a positive influence of more general means
and resources (see Read et al. 2009b, p. 582-583). As
such, their review’s evidence for effectuation’s unique
benefits remained provisionary—the more so when con-
sidering that none of the studies included started out as
an empirical test of effectuation (or had conceptualized
their focal variables and relationships in such terms).

A few years later, Perry et al. (2012) published a
literature review of effectuation research that identified
27 articles in which effectuation was a principal topic.
Summarizing the main ideas advanced in their sample’s
16 conceptual papers, these authors observed that “the
contributions of many of the conceptual effectuation
articles have been to present and define the concept of
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effectuation, to contrast it to causation, and to describe
when, how, and why effectuation may be used” (p. 841).
Turning to their sample’s 11 empirical studies, Perry
et al. (2012) drew attention to a first set of five studies
that mobilized verbal protocol techniques and hypothet-
ical exercises to examine how different groups of indi-
viduals process risks-and-returns considerations and en-
gage in entrepreneurship-related tasks. These studies
lent preliminary support to the notion that as a group
(Sarasvathy 1998; Sarasvathy and Dew 2005) or by
comparison to bankers (Sarasvathy et al. 1998) and
MBA students (Dew et al. 2009; Read, Dew et al.
2009), expert entrepreneurs “generally perceive risk
and reward differently, they vary in their use of effectual
and causal logic when confronted with scenarios involv-
ing risk and reward, and they differ in how they attempt
to predict or control uncertainty” (Perry et al. 2012, p.
843). A second set of studies used qualitative analyses to
examine whether entrepreneurs mobilize effectual prin-
ciples when they launch new ventures in emerging
industries (Sarasvathy and Kotha 2001), when they
pursue opportunities in established organizations
(Harting 2004) or when they face adverse conditions
(Harmeling et al. 2004). Lastly, Perry et al. (2012)
identified a third set of studies characterized by their
mobilization of quantitative techniques. These included
Chandler et al.’s (2011) study validating a self-report
survey instrument to measure individual respondents’
preferences for relying on causal and effectual logics;
Wiltbank et al.’s (2009) study documenting that angel
investors “who emphasize nonpredictive control expe-
rience a reduction in investment failures without a re-
duction in their number of successes” (p. 116); and the
Read et al. (2009) meta-analysis summarized above. All
in all, the studies reviewed by Perry et al. (2012) lent
preliminary support to the notions that effectuation (1)
seems prevalent among expert entrepreneurs; (2) is oft-
mobilized when engaging in entrepreneurial pursuits
(the more so under adverse conditions); and (3) is asso-
ciated with increased performance.

2.3 Recent theoretical challenges

As we noted in Section 1, however, effectuation has
recently been the object of vigorous exchanges
prompted by a high-profile Academy of Management
Review article by Arend et al. (2015). Expanding on
Dubin’s (1969) model of theory development, these
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authors first propose a 3E framework for theory evalu-
ation. In their words:

The three Es represent the natural order of theory
building—that is, input, throughput, and
output—that we label “experience,” “explain,”
and “establish.” Researchers experience the focal
phenomenon they wish to theorize about through
observation and literature review. They then ex-
plain the phenomenon through a model (i.e., de-
fining the units, laws, bounds, and so on) of the
causal processes and relationships involved. Fi-
nally, they establish the viability and value of the
proposed theory though empirical testing, idea
diffusion, and practical application. (p. 634)

To illustrate the import of their framework, these
authors proceeded to assess effectuation’s soundness
“as a proposed new theory of entrepreneurship” (p.
630). They concluded that “effectuation meets several
basic criteria for theory building, but far from all; more
worrying, some of the criteria that are not met are
specific to theorizing about entrepreneurship” (p. 631),
prompting these authors to list and explain 11 specific
points of contention (see Arend et al. 2015, Table 1 p.
635-6 and text p. 637-44).

This critique generated considerable attention, eventu-
ally culminating in a series of responses and counter-
responses. Commentaries in support of effectuation ar-
gued that Arend et al.’s (2015) assessment offers
misconceived positivist criticisms of what remains a prag-
matist theory (Read et al. 2016; Reuber et al. 2016),
misrepresents effectuation’s body of research (Read
et al. 2016), fails to appreciate effectuation’s early stage
in theory development (Reuber et al. 2016), and mistak-
enly uses variance-theory notions to assess the articula-
tion of a process theory (Garud and Gehman 2016; Gupta
et al. 2016). Arend et al. (2016) “refute every point
contained in (these) commentaries™ (see p. 549 and fol-
lowing), lamenting in passing the absence of suggestions
for improving their 3E framework (see p. 554).

Curiously, both sides of the 2016 exchanges largely
overlooked the five directions for future research that
Arend et al. (2015) had offered with their initial assess-
ment. These suggestions have merits. They notably
challenge effectuation scholars to do more with the
conceptual means and resources they already have—
and convincingly point toward promising directions
for future developments. Yet for all their insightfulness,
these suggestions proceed from an overall assessment of
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effectuation “as a proposed new theory of
entrepreneurship” (p. 630)—and thus from arguably
higher levels of analysis and granularity than the oper-
ational choices typically made in the crafting of a par-
ticular project’s theoretical and methodological strate-
gies. Moreover, Arend et al.’s (2015) suggestions re-
main grounded on their assessment of 29 articles pub-
lished up to 2012—and these included only nine articles
that did not list Sarasvathy as a coauthor (see Arend
et al. 2015, footnote 9; and 2016, footnote 2). And
neither side of the 2016 exchanges commented on ex-
tant efforts to tackle these suggestions—Iet alone of-
fered recommendations as to which might be more
pressing or salient.

To help reconnect these high-level theoretical
challenges with the more immediate choices and
tradeoffs one faces when developing new research
projects on effectuation, we conduct a structured
literature review where we not only identify the
most salient /earnings that emerged from past ef-
fectuation research but also uncover the conceptual
articulations and methodological strategies that
were mobilized to bring them forth. By doing so,
we reveal effectuation research’s primary achieve-
ments and shortcomings with respect to Arend
et al.’s (2015) suggested directions. We then build
on these observations to make additional recom-
mendations for future effectuation research.

3 Method

In order to save journal space while remaining transpar-
ent to interested readers, Online Appendix A presents
the search procedures and inclusion/exclusion criteria
we used to identify the 101 relevant articles we analyzed
for this review. The Appendix also includes the com-
plete list of references to these articles. We present
below the strategies we mobilized to analyze the corpus.

3.1 Grouping strategy

In order to conduct our analyses in the most meaningful
manner possible (given our review’s particular objec-
tives of assessing effectuation research’s conceptual and
methodological underpinnings), we began by forming
groups of articles that focused on similar topics and/or
offered similar findings. Prompted by an insightful sug-
gestion from the Special Issue’s coeditors, we formed

groups of conceptual articles that exhibited similar pur-
poses and/or advocated similar notions, and groups of
empirical articles that collectively lent support to an
overarching “stylized result”—as coined by Geroski
(1995) to summarize extant economic research on new
venture entry.

At best, (stylized results) reflect robust associa-
tions between variables of interest, and they can
be useful in providing a rough stylization of the
relationship which seems to exist between these
variables. (1995: p. 427)

Keeping in mind our review’s purpose, the main
advantage of Geroski’s (1995) “stylized” approach is
to provide an insightful way to synthesize the most
salient ideas emerging from prior effectuation research.
In turn, this strategy allows us to conduct our analyses
on meaningful clusters of similar effectuation articles,
thereby increasing our observations’ precision and
specificity.

We identified three main clusters among the 37 con-
ceptual articles in our sample: these clusters were rela-
tively well defined, both chronologically and with re-
spect to the groups of authors involved. We also identi-
fied seven main clusters of empirical articles—each with
a set of studies that collectively lent support to a partic-
ular “stylized result.” These seven clusters account for
46 of the 64 empirical articles in our sample (71.9%).
We explain below how we considered the 18 remaining
articles in our analyses.

3.2 Content analyses

To help reveal effectuation research’s conceptual and
methodological underpinnings, we carefully studied each
cluster’s articles to document relevant information
pertaining to the following dimensions: (1) an article’s
key theoretical propositions and/or findings; (2) its con-
ceptual articulation of effectuation (generally professed in
the first few instances of the term)—and for the empirical
articles, (3) the data collection method(s) and sample(s)
used; and (4) the methodological means mobilized to
capture, measure and/or observe effectuation’s manifes-
tations (please see Online Appendix A, Table A2).

We worked alongside one another to analyze the 101
articles in our sample. Consistent with standard prac-
tices of content analysis (see Saldana 2015), we an-
chored our coding on the particular words and sentences
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advanced in each article. We carefully revised our anal-
yses as we went along, revisiting some of our earlier
characterizations to make sure they were anchored on
relevant excerpts or syntheses.

After a few iterations, we conducted the same content
analyses on the 18 empirical articles not already associ-
ated with a stylized result. By doing so, we verified that
these articles did not align with an already identified
result. More importantly, we verified that these articles
did not exhibit conceptual articulations and/or method-
ological strategies that would warrant further consider-
ations in our analyses. In the same spirit, we also
revisited all the articles we had initially categorized as
peripheral (as per the definition in Appendix A) to
examine whether any of them contributed ideas, in-
sights, and/or findings that could be integrated to our
primary-focus analyses. This resulted in our reintegra-
tion of four articles to the main sample.

4 Results

In order to save journal space while remaining transpar-
ent to interested readers, Online Appendix B reports the
analytical summaries of the articles in our sample. We
present below the synthesis of our findings, in the form
of a preliminary assessment of the conceptual and/or
methodological articulations of each cluster. We con-
clude with a discussion that links our findings and
observations with Arend et al.’s (2015) suggested direc-
tions (please see Table 1 in Section 5.1 below): doing so
provides a “bridge” to our subsequent recommendations
for future research.

4.1 The articulation of effectuation research’s
conceptual articles

Table B1 (in online Appendix B) summarizes the key
idea(s) and conceptual articulations advanced in the 37
conceptual articles we identified. As a whole, these
articles yield the following observation:

Stylized observation: To date, conceptual articles
on effectuation include (a) efforts to define what
the notion entails; (b) point/counterpoint ex-
changes about effectuation’s distinctiveness; and
(c) discussions of what effectuation implies in
particular circumstances, contexts, and/or fields
of application.
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Examining the conceptual articulation of these
articles, we observe that virtually all of them build
on Sarasvathy’s original definitions of effectuation
as a “process” (2001, p. 245) or “logic” (2008, p.
61). Yet, a close reading revealed that many articles
came to adopt a plethora of terms that are used
more or less interchangeably, sometimes within
the same paper and without necessarily considering
the possible nuances each might imply (see online
Appendix B, Table Bl). Among the most salient
alternatives, effectuation is sometimes presented as
an approach, a model of decision-making, a series
of heuristics, a set of principles, a form of reason-
ing, or a theoretical framework. In some articles,
effectuation concerns a relatively specific decision
in a particular set of circumstances, at a precise
point in time in the evolution of a new venture/
market. In others, it refers to a much broader pro-
cess taking place across multiple locations over
several months. As a result, the conceptual picture
of effectuation emerging from these articles is ar-
guably murkier than it could be. Considering that
the proliferation of different conceptual articula-
tions continues to occur in some of the more recent
conceptual articles we identified, we worry that this
practice might not only hinder knowledge accumu-
lation, but that it could also pose serious difficulties
for future theoretical developments. We return to
this issue in our discussion below.

4.2 The articulation of effectuation research’s empirical
studies

4.2.1 Individual antecedents to effectuation

Table B2 (in online Appendix B) reports the character-
istics of the 10 studies in our sample focused on inves-
tigating individual antecedents to effectuation. Taken
together, these studies point toward a somewhat discon-
certing stylized result.

Stylized result #1 Empirical evidence supporting
individual-level explanations for one’s mobiliza-
tion of an effectual mode of action remains
inconclusive.

In a nutshell, some studies report that effectuation’s
mobilization increases with entrepreneurial engage-
ment/experience, whereas other studies find it prevalent



A structured literature review and suggestions for future effectuation research 627

among students and novice entrepreneurs. Close exam-
ination of these 10 articles indicates that different studies
build on different literatures and theoretical rationales
(e.g., research on expertise, on social identity, or on
learning and education). These studies also used differ-
ent conceptual articulations of effectuation (with terms
ranging from approach, logic, and set of heuristics to
behaviors and processes) and leveraged different data
collection methods, sometimes to capture individuals’
effective use of causation and effectuation, and other
times to capture their self-reflective preferences for such
modes of action. Considering these theoretical and
methodological differences, but also the various empir-
ical findings reported, it thus seems prudent to surmise
that for the time being, evidence about possible relation-
ships between individual characteristics and one’s mo-
bilization of / preference towards effectuation remains
inconclusive.

4.2.2 Causation and effectuation

Table B3 (in online Appendix B) reports the character-
istics of a second set of 16 studies focused on the
unfolding of entrepreneurial efforts by different individ-
uals, firms, and organizations in a vast array of circum-
stances. These primarily qualitative studies yield three
interconnected stylized results (#2, #3, and #4).

Stylized result #2 Effectuation is neither rare, nor
does it seem to be used on its own.

This stylized result presents a marked difference with
early effectuation studies that tended to magnify effec-
tuation’s distinctions with causation and other formal
models of human action (cf. Chandler et al. 2011; Dew
et al. 2009; Sarasvathy et al. 1998). Instead of pitting
causation and effectuation as either/or alternatives, more
recent studies argue that entrepreneurial efforts proceed
from a combination of the two (see Table B3 in online
Appendix B, Panel A). Some studies even argue that the
two modes of action effectively complement one anoth-
er and that integrating causation and effectuation could
yield important benefits, especially when pursuing high-
ly innovative projects (see stylized result #4 below).

Taken together, the many studies documenting the
co-occurrence of causation and effectuation suggest
that although the either-or dichotomization between
the two modes of action might have been a useful
“pedagogical” strategy to introduce effectuation’s

ideas to a broader academic audience earlier on (see
Sarasvathy 2001), the causation-OR-effectuation rhe-
toric might have become an empirical dead end. In-
deed, Sarasvathy readily pointed out that causation
and effectuation are not mutually exclusive—and
can indeed “work in a complementary fashion”
(2001: p. 255). As such, studies supporting stylized
result #2 lend credence to a more nuanced conception
of the similarities and differences between causation
and effectuation. Instead of pitting the two against one
another as either-or alternatives, promising avenues of
future research lie in better understanding the condi-
tions and circumstances that could explain why effec-
tuation might be normatively superior—and why
some entrepreneurs appear particularly able to mobi-
lize the more appropriate mode of action for the cir-
cumstances they face (see Read et al. 2016).

From a methodological standpoint, however, our
analyses reveal that many studies documenting the co-
occurrence/combination of causation and effectuation
rely on qualitative analyses of illustrative cases, yet offer
few details about the specific coding schemes, indica-
tors, and other measures upon which they anchor their
conclusions. In spite of a few exceptions (namely Fish-
er’s (2012) and Reymen et al.’s (2015) explicit specifi-
cations of the coding schemes they developed), the lack
of explicit methodological details characterizing many
studies undermines their findings’ interpretability and
validity, but also the field’s understanding of what ef-
fectuation entails in concrete actionable terms relevant
for future research. We return to this observation in our
recommendations below.

These interrogations notwithstanding, empirical ob-
servations that effectuation might naturally co-occur
alongside other modes of action called for examining
the reasons why it might be more prevalent in some
circumstances: this premise prompted a series of studies
focusing on firm-level factors and circumstances affect-
ing the mobilization of effectuation (see Table B3 in
online Appendix B, Panel B), which collectively yielded
the following:

Stylized result #3 Three primary types of firm-level
factors and circumstances appear to influence the
mobilization of an effectual mode of action: (1)
internal constraints; (2) external constraints; and
(3) time, or the development stage of an entrepre-
neurial venture, with effectuation being more prev-
alent earlier, where uncertainty is highest.
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From a theoretical standpoint, the studies supporting
this third stylized result have the merit of beginning to
answer extant calls to delve deeper into explaining
when, where, and why effectuation may be more or less
prevalent (see Arend et al. 2015: p. 644). That said, we
note that although many of these studies provide con-
vincing data in support of the alternating or simulta-
neous occurrence of causation and effectuation, the
theoretical explanations offered for the underlying me-
chanics explaining why this might occur are not always
articulated. For instance, some studies report descriptive
observations of apparent shifts from effectuation toward
causation with the development of a project, but the
deeper underlying reasons explaining such shifts are
sometimes left unspecified. More concerning perhaps
is the observation that such explaining mechanisms are
often assumed or implied, but rarely observed directly,
let alone measured specifically. For instance, a study
will note that the presence of external investors tends
to encourage a shift toward causation, but the informa-
tional demands and other pressures assumed to explain
such shifts are typically not documented. This short-
coming ultimately diminishes the theoretical import
and validity of otherwise pertinent observations. Along
this line, we also note that many of the studies
supporting stylized result #3 do not always specify
explicitly the methods by which they derived their ef-
fectuation observations. These limitations notwithstand-
ing, many of the above studies implicitly or explicitly
lead to a fourth stylized result.

Stylized result #4 Dynamic abilities to integrate,
merge, and/or shift between causal and effectual
modes of action appear particularly useful.

Although empirical articles supporting stylized result
#4 are only emerging (see the three articles in Table B3
in online Appendix B, Panel C), they form a logical
extension to the aforementioned studies documenting
the co-occurrence of different modes of action (and the
eventual shifts between these). From a conceptual stand-
point, these studies have the merit of suggesting a nu-
anced view of the advantages that may follow from
effectuation. That being said, we note that while these
studies build on a conception of effectuation as an
overall “logic,” they differ markedly in what this logic
entails. Is it about the design, implementation, and/or
adjustment of public policies? Is it about the response to
new information and the manner in which one leverages

@ Springer

existing means and contacts? Is it about the cocreation
of workable solutions with partners and stakeholders?
Or is it about all of these things, taken together? Though
each study is internally consistent, it becomes difficult to
form a coherent picture of what effectuation is (and is
not) when considering the conceptual articulation ad-
vanced across these three articles.

From a methodological standpoint, we are
pleased to highlight Reymen et al.’s (2015) particu-
larly detailed approach for “measuring” instances of
effectuation in the field. Instead of relying on the
overarching categorization of entire processes or
broad tendencies exhibited within particular firms,
these authors brought an arguably more precise fo-
cus on decision-making events (and their sequencing
in time). In addition, these authors provide ample
details about the coding schemes and indicators they
developed for analyzing their data. We see these
methodological strategies as positive avenues for
augmenting the field’s contributions. By contrast,
however, other studies in this set proved more eva-
sive in their methods, simply building on ex ante
assumptions that certain approaches to policy are
more akin to causation or effectuation, or on broad
a priori expectations about the manifestations of the
two modes of action. Here again, the disparity of
articulations raises validity and knowledge accumu-
lation challenges.

4.2.3 Effectuation and performance

Having summarized our analyses for the articles explor-
ing the relative prevalence of causation and effectuation,
we turn to studies focusing more squarely on effectua-
tion’s consequences. Like in Read et al.'s (2009b) meta-
analytic review, a first set of five studies examines
potential relationships between effectuation and new
venture performance and growth (see Table B4 in
online Appendix B). Unlike Read et al. (2009b), how-
ever, the studies we analyzed here were specifically
designed to focus on effectuation’s effects on perfor-
mance. These studies lend support to the following:

Stylized result #5 There is preliminary evidence
that mobilizing an effectual mode of action ap-
pears to have beneficial effects on new venture
performance and growth.
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In many ways, these studies’ specific focus on effec-
tuation’s relationships with new venture growth and
performance—and the consideration of moderating
and mediating relationships integrating effectuation
alongside other variables—offer interesting advances
about effectuation’s benefits. These studies notably echo
an emerging interest for examining the underlying rea-
sons and mechanisms explaining why effectuation
might have some particular performance effects (even
if some studies are not always very articulate in devel-
oping the theoretical rationales for such explanations).

Yet here again, important issues appear to undermine
such advances. On the theoretical front, we note a con-
tinuing abundance of conceptual articulations where ef-
fectuation is alternatively a form of reasoning, a decision-
making orientation, a kind of logic, a process, or a set of
venturing principles/processes. More fundamentally, per-
haps, we remark that these different conceptions are not
always carried out in consistent theory-to-method articu-
lations. For instance, studies stressing a conception of
effectuation as a decision-making logic or process end
up mobilizing data collection strategies wherein respon-
dents must offer self-reflective observations about the
behaviors, practices, and other strategies they implement-
ed in their venturing efforts. Furthermore, we also remark
that all the results reported in Table B4 are either derived
from interpretative analyses of effectuation’s effects on
performance, or on self-report survey measures of perfor-
mance. Notwithstanding extant debates about the perti-
nence and validity of such measures (see Dess and
Robinson 1984; Wall et al. 2004), we worry that the sole
reliance on subjective observations places an important
limit on the stylized result emerging from these perfor-
mance studies. In order to foster more solid footings for
stylized result #5, we would encourage the complemen-
tary addition of other methods and techniques to examine
the effectuation-performance relationships.

4.2.4 Effectuation and internationalization

Table BS5 (in online Appendix B) report our analyses of
the nine studies in our sample focusing on effectuation’s
implications in international entrepreneurship. Taken
together, these studies lend support to the following:

Stylized result #6 There is preliminary evidence
that mobilizing an effectual mode of action ap-
pears to have beneficial effects on a venture’s
internationalization efforts.

Similar to what we have seen with other stylized
results, the studies examining effectuation’s impact on
internationalization have collectively tended to advance
different conceptual articulations wherein effectuation is
alternatively a form of logic (for new venture creation),
a decision-making orientation, a set of decision-making
heuristics, or otherwise unspecified processes. Some
studies even include different terms within the same
definitional paragraphs—for instance, writing of effec-
tuation as both a form of logic and a set of processes.
Methodologically, the primarily qualitative studies have
tended to base their observations on unspecified inter-
pretative analyses focusing on what had taken place in
the unfolding development of different internation-
alizing efforts, and often focusing on the particular
actions and behaviors undertaken by internationalizers
at different moments and/or in light of different circum-
stances. We return to these observations in the discus-
sion below.

4.2.5 Effectuation, creativity, and innovation

Over and above the studies examining broad outcomes
like firm-level performance and growth, an interesting set
of four studies focused more specifically on the potential
influence of effectuation with respect to creativity and
innovation. Listed in Table B6 (in online Appendix B),
these studies collectively lend support to the following:

Stylized result #7 There is preliminary evidence
that mobilizing an effectual mode of action ap-
pears to have beneficial effects on creativity and
innovation.

These studies denote an emerging interest not only for
exploring the benefits of mobilizing effectuation to foster
creativity and innovation in different contexts, but also in
investigating the underlying attitudes, orientations, and
preferences that underpin these effects (cf. Blauth et al.
2014; Brettel et al. 2012). These are important advances.
Neverheless, we worry that as with the other stylized
results above, the studies supporting stylized result #7
collectively exhibit varying conceptualizations of effec-
tuation combined with interpretative observations, and/or
self-report reflective measures. Although we do not ques-
tion the pertinence and validity of using these methods in
particular studies, we are concerned that the stylized
result documented here solely rests on such methods.
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5 Discussion

5.1 A step back to move forward: bridging our
observations with Arend et al. (2015)

What do the above observations imply? For one thing,
our structured literature review indicates that in spite of
vigorous challenges, criticisms, and debates, effectua-
tion research is doing quite well. Indeed, our sampling
procedures documented that effectuation research has
grown steadily over the years. Increasing numbers of
effectuation articles are appearing in several J CR®-listed
journals—and not only in entrepreneurship journals but
also in journals targeting broader academic audiences
ranging from the managerial and organizational sciences
to other business disciplines like applied economics and
marketing, or in domains such as creativity and applied
psychology. More importantly, our content analyses
show that the body of effectuation research has pro-
duced an emerging set of stylized notions and results
about the nature of effectuation, its relationships with
other modes of action, the modalities influencing its use,
and its potential advantages in different tasks, pursuits,
and contexts.

That being said, our analyses also revealed several
points of concern we think opportune to juxtapose along-
side Arend et al.’s (2015) criticisms and recommenda-
tions. To this aim, Table 1 draws parallels among the five
suggested directions offered by Arend et al. (2015, p.
644-6) and our review’s findings. This allows us to cast
light on some of effectuation research’s most notable
achievements, but also on some of its more salient short-
comings. In sum, Table 1 helps “set the table for devel-
oping further recommendations about the conceptual and
methodological articulation of future research.

All in all, three primary points of concern emerge
from our analyses of effectuation research’s conceptual
and methodological underpinnings. First, we worry that
effectuation’s conceptual articulation remains ambiva-
lent. This is notably manifest in the proliferation of
different terms and definitional foci, but also in the range
of phenomena associated with effectuation. As a result,
effectuation comes dangerously close to forming a
catch-all potpourri for anything that is not closely linear
or rational, anything akin to creative experimentations
and explorations, or anything that involves some form
of cocreation/coconstruction dynamics. Second, we are
concerned that the strategies mobilized to “observe” or
“measure” effectuation (and its manifestations) are
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sometimes left unspecified, fluctuate greatly across
studies within a particular topic, or do not always align
with a paper’s stated conception of effectuation. Third,
we remarked that over and above the empirical results
reported in different studies, the theoretical rationales
advanced to explain the observed effects are not always
elaborate—nor examined specifically. Many studies ad-
vance a summary explanation for an effect and report
empirical findings about such an effect, but the expla-
nations offered are only assumed: they are seldom ob-
served or tested.

By bringing to light the underlying theory-and-method
articulations characterizing extant effectuation research,
our analyses help clarify some of the most salient issues
thwarting further advances. In turn, these observations
allow for a more precise focus on particular areas of
intervention, thus enabling the creative identification of
possible paths for moving forward. Building on the above
findings and observations, we henceforth propose three
avenues for advancing effectuation research: (1) adopting
a conceptual articulation of effectuation as a mode of
action; (2) defining new (and arguably more articulate)
means of observations for capturing effectuation and its
manifestations; and (3) articulating more elaborate expla-
nations (and observations) for why effectuation has the
antecedents and consequences it appears to have. We
discuss each avenue in turn.

5.2 Recommendation #1: conceiving effectuation
as a mode of action

Is effectuation a theory? This question is at the basis of
Arend et al.’s (2015) criticism of effectuation’s sound-
ness “as a proposed new theory of entrepreneurship (p.
630).” To help move effectuation research forward, we
first clarify that effectuation is not a theory—at least not
in and of itself. Although we readily appreciate the
messages of prior efforts to assess the theoretical sound-
ness of effectuation, we fear that thinking of effectuation
as an overall theory might have become a distracting red
herring. After all, Sarasvathy herself has been explicitly
guarded about her conception of effectuation. In her
own words from the seminal 2008 monograph:

“It became increasingly clear to me that a prag-
matist approach, leading to the development of
effectuation as a logic of entrepreneurial action
rather than a theory of how entrepreneurs do
(descriptive) or should (normative) act, offered
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possibilities that were hard to resist. By logic, I
mean an internally consistent set of ideas that form
a clear basis for action upon the world. A theory is
a statement about the truth or otherwise of a phe-
nomenon in the world.

In the rest of the book, I shall carefully think
through effectuation as a pragmatist logic for act-
ing upon the world rather than as a positivist
theory to be tested and proved true or false.”
(2008, p. 61-62, with emphasis in the original).

By advancing the position that effectuation is not a
theory, at least not in and of itself, we do not wish to
diminish the importance of developing new theoretical
ideas to advance academic understanding of effectua-
tion, nor do we negate effectuation research’s potential
to contribute new and meaningful theoretical insights
about entrepreneurship or other relevant phenomena.
Rather, we merely seck to help posit what effectuation
is (and is not) with the specific objective of fostering
more consistent theoretical developments and knowl-
edge accumulation.

Building on Sarasvathy’s (2001, 2008) original im-
petus, we propose that effectuation research remains a
pertinent part of the broader ensemble of theories of
human action (see Dancy and Sandis 2015; O’Connor
and Sandis 2010). Some of these theories emphasize the
(assumed) rational calculations of Homo Economicus in
light of formal parameters and normative benchmarks
(e.g., utility theory or prospect theory) (Kahneman and
Tversky 1979; Luce and Raiffa 1957; Mises 1949). By
contrast, other theories emphasize the affective, cogni-
tive, cultural, neurophysiological, political, psychologi-
cal, social, and/or symbolic dynamics that guide (or
sometimes constrain) human action (see Korsgaard
2008; Morsella et al. 2009). Effectuation undoubtedly
has the potential and ability to make timely and impor-
tant contributions to these theories, notably because of
the distinctive attention it brings to the behavioral strat-
egies individuals are able to mobilize to act and “do
things” in the face of radical uncertainty.

Yet to help alleviate the apparent confusion with
respect to effectuation’s conceptual articulation, we pro-
pose to forgo manifestly ambiguous terms like ap-
proach, heuristic, logic, and process to conceive effec-
tuation as a mode of action. Doing so has several im-
portant advantages. It is consistent with effectuation’s
place and contributions among the broader ensemble of
human action research. It is also consistent with the

notion that causation and effectuation form two alternate
modes of action that are not antithetical to one another,
but could be mobilized alongside one another, or even
integrated with one another. More pointedly, conceiving
effectuation as a mode of action arguably offers a clear
and simple epithet that subsumes the underlying notions
implied by other terms—such as the idea that effectua-
tion is a different manner of approaching problems, a
different way of making decisions, a different logic for
thinking of one’s actions, or a different process for
carrying out such actions. By embracing what these
different terms have in common as part of “an internally
consistent set of ideas that form a clear basis for action
upon the world” (Sarasvathy 2008, p. 61-62), conceiv-
ing effectuation as a mode of action alleviates the need
to debate whether different terms imply theoretically
important nuances—or simply reflect stylistic prefer-
ences toward a particular synonym. Conceiving effec-
tuation as a mode of action thus allows for more precise
theory building and knowledge accumulation. More-
over, the term mode of action implies more direct asso-
ciations with the concrete behavioral manifestations of
effectuation epitomized by the aforementioned “five
principles.” We thus submit that a mode-of-action con-
ception of effectuation could also help foster a strength-
ening of effectuation research’s theory-to-method artic-
ulations, a point we focus on with our second recom-
mendation for future research.

5.3 Recommendation #2: defining new means
of observation for effectuation’s manifestations

As we signaled above, our analyses show that extant
methodological practices for studying effectuation pri-
marily rest on qualitative researchers’ “interpretive
acumen” (with coding schemes and other rules of inter-
pretations not always specified), or on survey respon-
dents’ self-reflective retrospective assessment of their
preferences or past behaviors. Needless to say, we have
nothing against such data collection methods per se.
When used properly, these methods can yield valid
observations about a range of different phenomena.
Yet, we are somewhat concerned about the extent to
which the bulk of effectuation research relies on such
methods. More fundamentally, we are surprised to re-
mark that in their finer-grained details, the methodolog-
ical strategies leveraged to capture effectuation in dif-
ferent studies do not necessarily align with the particular
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conceptions of effectuation these studies advance. For
instance, some studies advance a conception of effectu-
ation as a reasoning approach (or a set of decision-
making heuristics) yet mobilize methods for
documenting effectuation that do not focus on entrepre-
neurs’ reasoning (or decisions), but on their actions and
behaviors. In addition, we are concerned that the self-
reflective and retrospective nature of many methods
might pose precision and validity issues, especially
when asking respondents to reflect on their firm’s en-
gagement with activities or concepts that are deemed
socially desirable, like experimenting or exhibiting flex-
ibility. As such, we worry that the reliance on self-
reflective instruments might yield imprecise, unfocused,
or misrepresentative pictures of effectuation.

To address these issues and help move effectuation
research forward, we encourage the development of new
means of observations for more directly capturing the
concrete manifestations that denote an effectual mode of
action. We already acknowledged some of the more
recent efforts on this front, most notably by Reymen
et al. (2015). To complement these efforts in a manner
consistent with the above proposal to conceive of effec-
tuation as a mode of action, we encourage scholars to go
beyond interpretative and psychometric methods to doc-
ument instead the actual manifestations of effectuation’s
core principles, focusing on the consequent behaviors
associated with these principles.

To the extent that it is possible, we also en-
courage the articulation of such data in terms of
relevant “metrics” or “quantities”—so as to allow
for assessing the extent to which what is observed
represents more or less mobilization of an effectual
mode of action, and with what force, intensity, or
strength. Doing so would allow for systematic
comparisons both within and across cases. Need-
less to say, the bases of such metrics need not
necessarily be objectively quantitative: in practice,
the kind of measurement method we propose could
rely on qualitative interpretations that would then
be systematically translated in terms of agreed-
upon scales or dimensions. Our argument is simply
to encourage a certain formalization of future ob-
servations in terms that are systematically quanti-
fiable, thus allowing for “apples-to-apples” com-
parisons within and across cases, studies, tasks,
and other contexts and circumstances. We illustrate
in Table 2 the form that such proposed new mea-
sures of effectuation could take.

@ Springer

5.4 Recommendation #3: developing “why”
explanations (and studying them)

Lastly, our analyses revealed that as a whole, prior
studies examining the individual antecedents of ef-
fectuation have yielded somewhat inconclusive re-
sults. We also remarked that extant studies focusing
on effectuation’s consequences tended to exhibit
weakly articulated theoretical explanations that
were rarely measured empirically. To help foster
meaningful advances in future effectuation research,
our third avenue of development encourages the
conduct of more research investigating the particu-
lar reasons why the mobilization of an effectual
mode of action augments (or diminishes) with
changes in particular antecedents, and why this
mobilization yields specific consequences. In prac-
tice, we submit that implementing this recommen-
dation calls for research to implement three con-
verging strategies:

1. Developing strong, powerfully convincing the-
oretical explanations for why a particular ante-
cedent variable fosters the mobilization of an
effectual mode of action, for why effectuation
might provide some particular performance-
inducing advantage, and/or for why some mod-
erator or mediating variable might accelerate/
enable this particular advantage;

2. Developing research designs that allow for captur-
ing specific instances of these explanations: for
example, this could imply efforts to document the
actual learning whereby one’s experience of entre-
preneurship fosters the mobilization of an effectual
mode of action, efforts to empirically document the
very performance-inducing advantages that effectu-
ation is professed to have in terms of lower infor-
mation costs or faster decision-making, or efforts to
properly document variations in the moderator/
mediating variables that are hypothesized to
accelerate/enable such advantage;

3. Specifically reporting and interpreting empirical re-
sults of the above in ways that allow for knowledge
building and replications across studies.

In short, we encourage rigorous research on the an-
tecedents and consequences of effectuation—research
that not only develops strong theoretical explanations
for the effects it advances but that also documents the
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unfolding of these explanations (as opposed to simply
reporting a “black box” correlation).

5.5 Effectually moving forward

Our three recommendations are largely convergent with
Arend et al.’s (2015) suggested directions for future
effectuation research (p. 644-6). Yet, we hope that our
review of effectuation research’s theory-and-method ar-
ticulations helps clarify how to concretely pursue these
authors’ admonitions to move beyond descriptive stud-
ies of what entrepreneurs do to better explain why they
do what they do—and why doing it this way may lead to
important advantages. As such, we believe our recom-
mendations might readily be used to answer Arend
etal.’s (2015) call for radically transforming effectuation
research “to address the question of how and when to go
from cannot to can, and then focusing on the process of
moving from can to do” (p. 646).

Effectuation research faces considerable challenges.
Yet the ideas of effectuation remain powerful—and
manifestly draw continuous interest from an ever-
expanding circle of scholars around the world. Though
some of the observations we made in our analyses raise
concerns, enticing opportunities abound to contribute
new insights about effectuation. We hope that the three
avenues of future development we proposed above will
inspire scholars to creatively advance academic under-
standing of effectuation.
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