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Abstract
Entrepreneurial teams are dynamic entities that frequently experience the exit of indi-
vidual team members. Such entrepreneurial team member exits (ETMEs) entail seri-
ous consequences for the exiting individual, the remaining team, and the performance 
of the affected venture. While ETMEs are receiving increasing scholarly attention, the 
research landscape is still considerably fragmented. This is the first article to take stock, 
analyze, and discuss this crucial and emerging field of research by providing a system-
atic review of the literature on ETMEs. We identify central themes comprising of ante-
cedents, routes, consequences, and the contextual embeddedness of ETMEs and inte-
grate them into a comprehensive processual framework. Based on this framework, we 
contribute to the research on ETMEs by discussing the themes in the light of promising 
theoretical perspectives, introducing novel ideas, concepts, and approaches to enrich 
future avenues. Specifically, we propose to expand the concept of team heterogeneity 
to advance our understanding of antecedents as well as to investigate power relations 
and negotiation behavior within ETME routes. In addition, we offer ways to resolve the 
sometimes inconsistent findings in terms of venture consequences and present a fertile 
approach for a more in-depth cultural contextualization of the phenomenon.
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1 Introduction

Past research has demonstrated that ventures led by teams outperform solo-ven-
tures in terms of growth and profitability (Cooper and Bruno 1977; Lechler 2001). 
Thus, research on entrepreneurial teams, defined as “two or more individuals who 
have a significant financial interest and participate actively in the development of 
the enterprise” (Cooney 2005, p. 229), has flourished in the last two decades (Klotz 
et al. 2014; Lazar et al. 2019). Recently, the dynamic nature of entrepreneurial team 
composition has gained significant interest in the studies of entrepreneurial teams 
(Ucbasaran et al. 2003; Guenther et al. 2015; Le et al. 2017; Nikiforou et al. 2018). 
Entrepreneurial teams change over time, and a large number of entrepreneurial 
teams are affected by the departure of one or more team members. Empirical studies 
have shown that up to 40% of entrepreneurial teams experience at least one exit of a 
team member (Hellerstedt et al. 2007; Hellerstedt 2009; Grilli 2011; Le et al. 2017). 
Such entrepreneurial team member exits (hereafter ETMEs), describe the process 
in which a member of an entrepreneurial team leaves the team, while the remaining 
team member(s) continue(s) to develop the (prospective) company. As such, ETMEs 
are considered a sub-set of entrepreneurial exits (Ucbasaran et  al. 2003; Breugst 
et al. 2015; Piva and Rossi-Lamastra 2017).

Such ETMEs are described to have serious personal consequences for the depart-
ing individual (Breugst et al. 2015) and for the composition of the remaining team 
(Vanaelst et  al. 2006; Loane et  al. 2007; Goi and Kokuryo 2016; Yoon 2018) as 
well as for the performance of the affected ventures (Chandler et al. 2005; Bamford 
et al. 2006; Le et al. 2017). Hence, obtaining systematic knowledge about the exit 
of individual team members of entrepreneurial teams is fundamental for a deeper 
understanding of how team-based ventures function, change over time, and perform.

Research on exits of team members in entrepreneurial teams is marked by con-
siderable fragmentation. Knowledge is scattered among numerous articles of the 
entrepreneurship and management literature that each take different perspectives on 
the antecedents of ETMEs (Fiet et  al. 1997; Forbes et  al. 2006; Hellerstedt et  al. 
2007; Cardon et al. 2017) and often only provide implicit information on exit routes 
(Forbes et al. 2006; Goi and Kokuryo 2016). Moreover, empirical studies yield con-
tradictory findings concerning the effects of ETMEs on venture performance (Guen-
ther et  al. 2015). While some articles point towards positive consequences such 
as higher profitability of the enterprise (Chandler et  al. 2005), others demonstrate 
lower survival rates of the affected young firm (Le et al. 2017). Thus, research on 
ETMEs lacks a comprehensive overview that makes the existing knowledge avail-
able for researchers and acts as a starting point for more systematic research. This, in 
turn, would enhance our practical and theoretical understanding of the phenomenon 
(Wennberg and DeTienne 2014; Piva and Rossi-Lamastra 2017).

The purpose of this article is to take stock of past scholarly work and to provide a 
compilation of central themes of ETMEs to stimulate discussion and encourage fur-
ther research. To achieve this, we employ a systematic approach to review the litera-
ture on ETMEs (Tranfield et al. 2003). We adopt a qualitative analysis that permits 
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a comprehensive description and in-depth interpretation of the analyzed articles 
(Bouncken et al. 2015; Nikiforou et al. 2018; Pret and Cogan 2018).

This is the first article to analyze, map, and discuss the current body of work on 
ETMEs by providing a systematic literature review. We derive a processual frame-
work of ETMEs based on the themes of antecedents, routes, consequences and con-
textual embeddedness. After the presentation of the contemporary results within 
these themes, we discuss current research challenges and provide novel perspec-
tives and approaches to move the field forward. As such, this article contributes to 
research on the dynamics of entrepreneurial teams as well as entrepreneurial exits.

2  Foundations

2.1  Conceptual boundaries

This section aims to provide a definition and overview of research on entrepreneur-
ial teams as well as a conceptualization of ETMEs, which together constitute the 
conceptual boundaries for the systematic literature review.

2.1.1  Entrepreneurial teams

In the past two decades, the notion of the lone entrepreneur characterized by dis-
tinct traits has been challenged increasingly by the mounting emphasis of scholars 
on the importance of entrepreneurial teams in the entrepreneurial process (Cooney 
2005; Harper 2008; Schjoedt and Kraus 2009; Schjoedt et al. 2013; Ben-Hafaïedh 
and Cooney 2017). Teams decisively influence the course of development of the 
venture, particularly in young firms and are often framed as the most defining factor 
for entrepreneurial ventures (Eisenhardt and Schoonhoven 1990; Eisenhardt 2013).

The composition of entrepreneurial teams, as well as its impact on venture per-
formance, has been the focus of several studies in this field of research (Ensley and 
Hmieleski 2005; Visintin and Pittino 2014; Zhou et  al. 2015; Thiess et  al. 2016). 
Team composition characteristics such as human capital, social networks, or prior 
shared experience, is strongly reflected in the success of the entrepreneurial venture 
(Jin et al. 2017). Additional research has been conducted in areas of team processes 
such as interpersonal conflicts, goal setting and planning within entrepreneurial 
teams, or collective cognition and team cohesion (Klotz et al. 2014).

Despite the rise in research and the multitude of significant findings, defining 
entrepreneurial teams is not an easy task. There is no consensual use of a standard-
ized definition for entrepreneurial teams among scholars (e.g., Kamm et  al. 1990; 
Ensley et al. 1998; Cooney 2005; Harper 2008). Definitions range from meticulous 
and sophisticated variants, which try to incorporate as many distinctive attributes as 
possible (e.g., Schjoedt and Kraus 2009), to definitions allowing room for interpreta-
tion (e.g., Harper 2008). Some authors define entrepreneurial teams as two or more 
individuals in a jointly established firm with a financial interest (Kamm et al. 1990; 
Cooney 2005). Others focus on the team members involvement in decision-making 
processes (Gartner et al. 1994; Klotz et al. 2014), the team members influence on the 
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strategy of the new venture (Ensley et al. 1998) or the formal position of the team 
members (Eisenhardt and Schoonhoven 1990). In addition to the numerous defini-
tions that offer different perspectives, the extensive terminology provides challenges 
for research. In addition to entrepreneurial teams, literature refers to new top man-
agement teams, new venture teams, start-up teams, family teams, or founding teams 
(Ensley and Hmieleski 2005; Wu et al. 2009; Hauser et al. 2012; Zhou et al. 2015).

To outline the conceptual boundaries of entrepreneurial teams, we strive for a 
definition, which offers a common ground for the different terms and definitions 
used in contemporary research on entrepreneurial teams and emphasize the dynam-
ics of entrepreneurial team composition. We, therefore, follow the rationale of 
Cooney (2005, p. 229), stating that an entrepreneurial team consists of “two or more 
individuals who have a significant financial interest and participate actively in the 
development of the enterprise”. Further, Cooney (2005) explicitly acknowledges 
that ‘development of the enterprise’ refers to the dynamic nature of the entrepre-
neurial teams where members can leave or join along the venture development pro-
cess making it the ideal foundation to advance research on ETMEs. In this view, 
entrepreneurial teams are fluid entities with an evolutionary character. Not only are 
they flexible concerning team size but also in terms of the time and way members 
join and leave the team.

2.1.2  Entrepreneurial team member exit

Entrepreneurial teams are dynamic and frequently experience exits of individual 
team members (Ucbasaran et  al. 2003; Hellerstedt et  al. 2007; Grilli 2011). We 
consider ETMEs as a subset of entrepreneurial exits, which are defined as the pro-
cess by which the founders of privately held firms leave the firm they helped to cre-
ate (DeTienne 2010; DeTienne and Cardon 2012; Piva and Rossi-Lamastra 2017). 
Entrepreneurial exits can take various forms and are often related to firm exits where 
the entire firm is dissolved and leaves the market (DeTienne and Wennberg 2016). 
Our research, however, examines member exits from ongoing firms. In an ETME, 
one or more members of the entrepreneurial team leave their team and remove 
themselves (or are removed) from the primary ownership and decision-making 
structure of the venture (Breugst et al. 2015 referring to DeTienne 2010), while the 
team continues with the development of its firm (Ucbasaran et al. 2003; Loane et al. 
2014). Accordingly, we conceptualize ETMEs as the process in which a member 
of an entrepreneurial team leaves the team, while the remaining team member(s) 
continue(s) to develop the (prospective) company.

2.2  Review approach

This review applies a systematic approach, which is characterized by transparency 
and reproducibility to reduce subjectivity and bias in data collection (Tranfield 
et al. 2003). Thus, this review approach contributes to enforcing scientific rigor and 
limits the application of simple heuristics (Crossan and Apaydin 2010; Nabi et al. 
2017) and has been used with great success in current literature reviews (Parastuty 
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et al. 2015; de Mol et al. 2015; Bouncken et al. 2015; Sageder et al. 2018; Pret and 
Cogan 2018). The systematic review includes the specification of the research objec-
tive, conceptual boundaries, search boundaries, potential search terms, and covered 
period as well as the inclusion and exclusion criteria of the articles which were 
defined. The review approach is portrayed in Fig. 1.

Se�ng research objec�ves
Map the current research of entrepreneurial team member exits
Iden�fy possible avenues for future research

Define conceptual boundaries
Entrepreneurial teams
Defining entrepreneurial team member exits

Search boundaries
Peer-reviewed ar�cles in 
electronic databases (Web 
of Science Core Collec�on 
supplemented by Business 
Source Premier via EBSCO 
Host) 

Search terms
combining terms for teams (“entrepreneur* team*”, “entrepreneur* group*” 
"found* team*” “, “family team*”, "top management team*”, "*venture 
team*”, "project team*” and “start-up team*”) AND exits (“exit*”, 
“succession*”, “dismissal*”, “departure*”, “withdrawal”, “turnover” or 
“leave”) but also terms reflec�ng change within the team (“dynamic*”, 
“evolu�on*”, “forma�on*” or “change*”); separate search for “founder*” / 
“owner” AND terms referring to exits 

Cover period
up to and including 
October 2019

Manual exclusion criteria
ar�cles that did not offer a (poten�al) new venture and/or team context
ar�cles that solely focused on business/or firm exits implying the dissolu�on of the whole team
ar�cles that focused on employee turnover and/or ar�cles that focused on work groups or temporary 
teams
book chapters
unpublished ar�cles

Discuss excluded papers
Researcher A and B

Valida�ng search results
independent search procedures, fusing search results
search using Google Scholar and comparison of findings with previous search 
results

Independent data coding
Researcher A

Independent data coding
Researcher B

Comparison and unifica�on of coding 

Fig. 1  Systematic review approach
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We delineated the key concepts to narrow down the search and fit our research 
objectives. In this case, these conceptual boundaries consisted of the synthesis of 
the key terms “entrepreneurial teams” and “entrepreneurial exit”. The conceptual 
boundaries allowed us to derive search terms. Due to the proliferation of terminol-
ogy regarding entrepreneurial teams (Schjoedt and Kraus 2009), a diverse set of 
search terms was required to cover the broad spectrum of team terms. Similar to 
entrepreneurial teams, there is a considerable number of expressions describing 
an exit of team members (e.g., withdrawal, leave, departure). We also checked for 
founder and owner exits and investigated if the contexts fit the conceptual bounda-
ries. Search terms, therefore, were extensive.

For the search itself, we primarily scanned the Web of Science Core Collection 
supplemented by Business Source Premier via EBSCO Host. To guarantee a certain 
level of quality, we focused on peer-reviewed journal articles (Bouncken et al. 2015; 
Kraus et al. 2018). Additionally, we employed Google Scholar’s full text search and 
compared the findings to the previous search results to check if the rigidity of the 
previous search led to the exclusion of relevant peer-reviewed papers (Wang and 
Chugh 2014; de Mol et al. 2015). We refrained from specifying a definite starting 
date for the search. Articles prior to 1990 were not expected as this was the year 
when Kamm et al. (1990) published their seminal article theorizing entrepreneurial 
teams (Cooney 2005; Harper 2008; Schjoedt and Kraus 2009). All articles up to 
June 2019 were included, with this date marking the end of the coverage period.

The search strategy involved two researchers and a subsequent fusion of the 
search results. This increased search efforts due to the overlapping articles but 
offered an additional means of search validation. The initial extensive search yielded 
1530 overlapping results. After the first screening of the titles, abstracts, and key-
words, 133 articles were shortlisted for further investigation. These 133 articles 
were thoroughly checked, and further exclusion criteria were applied. In this step, 
articles that neither offered the context of new ventures or prestart-ups nor focused 
on teams were eliminated. We further excluded articles that did not fit into the con-
ceptual boundaries (e.g., dissolution of the whole team, turnover of employees, 
project teams, temporary teams). After this process, we conducted backwards cita-
tion search checking the bibliographies of the articles as well as publication lists of 
prominently presented authors for further articles fitting the conceptual boundaries. 
The final sample consists of 50 articles for in-depth analysis. The number of articles 
is similar to and in some cases exceeds the sample sizes of other literature reviews 
of emerging topics and allows for a deeper engagement with each individual study 
(de Mol et al. 2015; Nikiforou et al. 2018; Pret and Cogan 2018; Kraus et al. 2018). 
Further, scholars advocate that the rigor of the search criteria and exclusion criteria 
in ensuring the relevance of the identified work is more important than the absolute 
number of sampled articles (Baldacchino et al. 2015).

2.3  Data analysis

Data coding followed inductive open coding approaches including the identifica-
tion of first-order codes, second-order codes, and aggregate themes (Gioia et al. 
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2013; Nabi et al. 2017). We analyzed and coded the articles in a content-focused 
manner. This allowed us to incorporate articles whose main contributions do not 
lie in the area of ETMEs but that, nonetheless, contain significant information 
for the development of the topic. To reduce subjectivity in the coding proce-
dure, two authors coded the articles manually and independently. Both authors 
inspected the coding of the respective other author, subsequently merging the 
codes together. Differences between the coders were discussed and findings were 
streamlined. Moreover, the coding structure was presented to and discussed with 
other researchers familiar with the topic. In sum, we identified 24 first-order codes 
that were then grouped into second-order codes. Another abstraction of codes led 
to aggregate themes (the data structure is provided in the appendix). An iterative 
back and forth between the sample and emerging themes, as well as related theo-
ries characterizes the coding approach (Nabi et al. 2017; Pret and Cogan 2018). 
The categorization was inspired by the work on process perspectives of entre-
preneurial exit literature (Wennberg 2007; Wennberg et al. 2010; Wennberg and 
DeTienne 2014). The categories were subsequently linked in a process of ETMEs 
including the antecedents, routes, consequences, and contextual embeddedness 
shown in Fig. 2. This framework with its categories and subdivisions served as 
the foundation for the final classification of the reviewed articles (the classifica-
tion of articles based on derived categories is provided in the appendix).

Fig. 2  A processual framework for entrepreneurial team member exits
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2.4  An overview of sampled articles

2.4.1  Publication rates and journal outlets

Research on ETMEs is still quite young but has experienced growing interest in 
recent years (Wennberg and DeTienne 2014; Guenther et al. 2015). The earliest 
two articles were published in 1993 followed by one article in 1997 and then in 
the year 2000. Since 2002 there has been a continuous stream of publications of 
at least one article per year in our sample, with a modest peak both in 2006 and 
2015.

The 50 articles were published in 26 different journals. The Journal of Busi-
ness Venturing and Entrepreneurship Theory & Practice, which are among the 
top journals in entrepreneurship, have the highest count in terms of publications 
with nine and eight papers respectively. They are followed by the Academy of 
Management Journal with four publications and the International Small Business 
Journal with three articles. Other journal outlets add two or less publications to 
the final sample (see Table 1 for greater detail).

2.4.2  Methodological approaches and applied theories

Quantitative approaches dominate the sample by 58% and include different 
regression models (e.g., Grilli 2011; Junkunc and Eckhardt 2009) or event history 
analysis (e.g. Boeker and Karichalol 2002; Busenitz et al. 2004). In comparison, 
qualitative approaches are underrepresented and only used by 28% of the papers. 
All of these articles employed a case study approach with the exception of one 
article, which conducted six in-depth interviews and applied inductive theoriz-
ing (Forbes et al. 2006). Two studies utilized mixed-methods. Although both arti-
cles focused on qualitative methods in their analysis, the studies also incorporated 
quantitative measurements. The remaining 10% of the papers are conceptual or 
theoretical in nature.

In terms of geographical regions, most articles draw their samples from North 
America (USA, Canada) and European countries (Belgium, Italy, Germany, Nor-
way, Sweden, or Ireland). Two articles focused on other regions (Honduras and 
Indonesia).

Researchers relied on a wide range of different theories to discuss ETMEs. 
Prominently used in top management team research, the upper echelon perspec-
tive has been conveyed into the context of EMTEs to explain how team changes 
impact venture performance (Vanaelst et  al. 2006). Agency theory has been 
applied to examine the relationships among team members and external stake-
holders (Rosenstein et  al. 1993; Fiet et  al. 1997; Junkunc and Eckhardt 2009). 
Furthermore, the articles investigated changes in the entrepreneurial teams’ capi-
tals through the human capital lens (Ucbasaran et  al. 2003; Forbes et  al. 2006; 
Grilli 2011), a social capital perspective (Bamford et  al. 2006), the resource-
based view and the knowledge-based view (Hauser et al. 2012; Loane et al. 2014; 
Le et al. 2017).
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3  Results

3.1  Antecedents

As Ronstadt (1986) proposed in his seminal work, only the investigation of the 
antecedents of the exit phenomenon will allow us to gain more profound knowl-
edge about entrepreneurship. In line with research on entrepreneurial exit (e.g. 
DeTienne 2010; DeTienne and Cardon 2012; Dehlen et  al. 2014), we refer to 
antecedents as the preceding events, reasons, causes, or conditions that lead to 
ETMEs. In this theme, we identified three categories—the individual level, the 
team level, and the organizational level.

On the individual level, research shows that a member of an entrepreneurial 
team may leave because of reasons similar to those of entrepreneurial exits in 
general (Ronstadt 1986; DeTienne 2010). First, a member might leave due to bet-
ter prospects elsewhere (Loane et al. 2014). Leaving entrepreneurial team mem-
bers pursue other opportunities, which can include internships, job offers, and 
studies at university (Bjørnåli and Gulbrandsen 2010; Goi and Kokuryo 2016). 
Second, lifestyle issues or family reasons can also be triggers to exit (Muske 
and Fitzgerald 2006; Loane et al. 2014; Goi and Kokuryo 2016). However, other 
team-specific characteristics in context of the teams such as the role within the 
team, and the team member’s skills are of paramount importance (Boeker and 
Karichalol 2002; Hellerstedt et al. 2007; Collewaert and Fassin 2013). For exam-
ple, the exit of a team member can happen due to insufficient skills or the need 
for different skills, which the individual, in her or his own opinion, is unable 
to contribute to the team (Collewaert and Fassin 2013; Goi and Kokuryo 2016; 
D’hont et al. 2016).

In terms of the team level, different forms of heterogeneity have been stud-
ied and linked to team member exits. Here, the results can be categorized in a 
recent typology of different forms of heterogeneity. Referring to this, we identi-
fied heterogeneity as variety and heterogeneity as separation. Variety refers to the 
difference in composition of relevant knowledge and experience, and separation 
describes differences concerning attitudes and personal opinions (Harrison and 
Klein 2007).

Heterogeneity as variety, including education, functional expertise, industry expe-
rience (Chandler et al. 2005), entrepreneurial experience (Ucbasaran et al. 2003) as 
well as age and industry experience (Hellerstedt et al. 2007), is related to a higher 
amount of ETMEs. Conversely, functional diversity among team members (Boeker 
and Wiltbank 2005), and gender diversity decreases the number of ETMEs (Heller-
stedt et al. 2007). Past research on heterogeneity as separation shows how diverging 
views and attitudes of team members are connected to their potential exits. Differ-
ing ambitions (Vanaelst et al. 2006), and a diverging understanding of fundamental 
issues such as how to conduct business and the strategic orientation (Discua Cruz 
et al. 2013; Loane et al. 2014) play a fundamental role in this regard.

These forms of heterogeneity can potentially lead to conflict among team 
members. Because of different perspectives and opinions resulting from 
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different individual backgrounds, team members can experience alienation, 
anger, and conflicts that, in turn, peak in ETMEs (Ensley et al. 2002; Chandler 
et al. 2005). Articles, thus, tend to explain their results and heterogeneity meas-
ures through interpersonal relationships among constituents of the team. Under 
this lens, scholars found the importance of the concepts of friendship and trust 
(D’hont et al. 2016; Williams Middleton and Nowell 2018). Friendship matters 
in the context of entrepreneurial teams in a sense that lower levels of friend-
ship might hinder team formation and facilitate ETMEs (Francis and Sandberg 
2000). On the one hand, friendships among team members increase flexibility 
to modify work roles within the team. On the other hand, they complicate ask-
ing team members to leave the team if the circumstances require it (Zolin et al. 
2011). With regards to trust, low intrateam trust resulted in conflict and low 
team cohesion that was subsequently associated with exits (Discua Cruz et  al. 
2013; Breugst et al. 2015).

In relation to drivers for ETMEs on an organizational level, several articles 
emphasize the influence of investors such as venture capitalists or business 
angels (Busenitz et  al. 2004) and/or the advisory boards (Breugst et  al. 2015). 
The influence of decision-making by investors can have a paramount impact on 
the composition of the entrepreneurial team (Busenitz et  al. 2004; Lim et  al. 
2013). When venture capitalists join the firm, they have the possibility to enforce 
strategic change, which sometimes involves the change of the entrepreneurial 
team to meet their expectations (Hellmann and Puri 2002). The dismissal of the 
entrepreneurial team may occur due to different needs in the different stages of 
growth of a venture (Drazin and Kazanjian 1993). Furthermore, if members of 
the entrepreneurial teams are underperforming, dissenting, or acting unethically, 
investors are sometimes found to dismiss a team member (Beckman et al. 2007; 
Collewaert and Fassin 2013; Loane et al. 2014). The replacement of an entrepre-
neurial team member can also be a prerequisite for venture capitalists to invest 
in the company at all (Clarysse and Moray 2004). Thereby, the overall influ-
ence of outside equity is expected to be moderated by the ownership and their 
power within the enterprise. Higher levels of ownership and control by investors 
and by venture capitalists are positively associated with team exits (Fiet et  al. 
1997; Boeker and Karichalol 2002). The interpersonal relationship between the 
entrepreneurial teams and investors and how they interact further affects possi-
ble exits. Negotiation behaviors (especially positional bargaining) of investors in 
the pre-investment phase are strongly linked to higher team member dismissals 
in the post-investment phase (Erikson and Berg-Utby 2009). Additionally, ten-
sions between the team of entrepreneurs and investors can arise, leading to more 
pronounced faultlines and relationship conflicts (Lim et al. 2013), as well as task 
and goal conflicts (Collewaert 2012), potentially causing exits in the long run. 
In this regard, scholars found that mutually fair treatment (procedural justice) 
reduces the exit of team members (Fiet et  al. 1997). Finally, company charac-
teristics such as lower profit (Muske and Fitzgerald 2006) and larger firm size 
(Boeker and Karichalol 2002) have been positively associated with ETMEs.
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3.2  Routes

The theme of routes is considered to be an important part of conventional entrepre-
neurial exits (DeTienne and Chandler 2010). This is in line with our categorization of 
the review articles where the routes are central for the process for ETMEs. Specifically, 
we emphasize the role of the nature of exits, the strategy, and the initiating actors.

Overall, there is little research on the distinct ways of how team members withdraw 
from an entrepreneurial team and what makes them choose their exit routes. However, 
research suggests distinguishing the nature of ETMEs. As such, ETMEs may be hostile 
or amicable, indicating a strong emotional component in the interaction of team mem-
bers regarding the moment of the exit decision. Amicable team exits take place in situ-
ations where the future of the venture is at the forefront of making the decision, while 
hostile exits arise in times of team conflict (Loane et al. 2014).

Either way, research argues that the exit strategies should significantly differ between 
team and solo ventures (Wennberg and DeTienne 2014). The handling of the shares of 
the exiting team member, thereby, is a key strategic decision (Junkunc and Eckhardt 
2009; Loane et al. 2014). There are limited studies on this topic. An exception is an 
article by Piva and Rossi-Lamastra (2017), who analyze how team cohesion influences 
the choice between selling to remaining team members or to an external buyer. They 
find that larger team size and family ties within the team decreases the likelihood of 
selling to external buyers. If the team is characterized by gender heterogeneity, the exit-
ing individual is less likely to sell to remaining team members.

Furthermore, the findings point towards the importance of the actors responsi-
ble for the ETMEs. We refer to this as the ‘initiation actor’, which describes which of 
the individuals involved in the team member exit is triggering the exit (Gregori and 
Breitenecker 2017). The majority of articles deals with entrepreneurial team member 
exits initiated by stakeholders, i.e., venture capitalists (e.g., Busenitz et al. 2004; Erik-
son and Berg-Utby 2009) and business angels (e.g., Collewaert and Fassin 2013) or 
broadly termed investors (e.g., Lim et al. 2013). Additionally, we were able to identify 
cases where the remaining team member(s), who stay with the company after the exit, 
dismiss one individual of the team (e.g., Hauser et al. 2012; Loane et al. 2014). How-
ever, there are also some examples of exits triggered by the exiting individual. Here, 
the exiting individual confronts his/her team members with the decision to leave the 
entrepreneurial team (e.g., Discua Cruz et al. 2013; Goi and Kokuryo 2016). Taking 
this perspective of different actors reveals the complex interactions involved in dealing 
with exits. We argue that the initiating actor is closely related to the nature of the exit as 
well as the applied strategies and is, thus, an integral part for researching ETME routes.

3.3  Consequences

Unveiling the consequences of ETMEs is at the heart of current work on this topic. 
In line with other research (Guenther et al. 2015), we have found that consequences 
are inconclusive. The systematic review provides insights on both positive and nega-
tive effects of ETMEs. In distinguishing among consequences for the exiting indi-
vidual, the team, and the venture, we further unfold these diverging findings.
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The consequences of the exit for the exiting individual are hardly analyzed in 
the reviewed articles. Breugst et al. (2015) provide the only example and explain 
that an exiting individual isolated himself from the remaining team, the enter-
prise, and also from his wider social environment. He not only deleted his social 
media account and changed his telephone number as well as his e-mail addresses 
but also went abroad for a substantial amount of time. Considering the sometimes 
massive psychological, social and financial consequences mentioned in the entre-
preneurial exit literature (Pretorius 2009; DeTienne 2010), this calls for further 
investigation. Speaking in terms of the parenthood metaphor of entrepreneurship 
(Cardon et  al. 2005), the exiting entrepreneurs do not only leave their “baby”, 
which they had nurtured and looked after. They also leave their social environ-
ment where they spent a large amount of time to promote the development of the 
mutual venture and this also includes friendships with other team members (Fran-
cis and Sandberg 2000).

Research on the consequences of the exit of a member for the remaining team is 
more frequent and current endeavors suggests that ETMEs have profound effects on 
the team structure, resources, and characteristics. After an ETME, entrepreneurial 
teams alter their functional structure by reducing the number of functional posi-
tions within the venture (Beckman and Burton 2008). Additional empirical work in 
our review supports that idea and demonstrates that the roles of the remaining team 
members change (Vanaelst et  al. 2006). Nonetheless, the departure of team mem-
bers also affects resources and competencies. Eventually, they can lead to a critical 
lack that teams aim to compensate by hiring new members (Goi and Kokuryo 2016; 
Ferguson et al. 2016). Furthermore, authors claim that ETMEs alter team-level char-
acteristics because a change in the entrepreneurial team potentially aligns the shared 
beliefs and views of the remaining team members. For instance, the shared vision of 
the team is proposed to converge when members with different beliefs depart from 
the team (Loane et al. 2007; Preller et al. 2015).

Consequences for the venture are manifold but inconclusive. Most of the exam-
ined studies focus on the venture performance measured by indicators such as IPO, 
sales, revenue, or venture capital funding. Positive effects of team member exits 
have been found on time until IPO, time until venture capital funding (Beckman 
and Burton 2008), and profitability and revenues (Chandler et al. 2005; Sine et al. 
2006; Kaehr Serra and Thiel 2019). In contrast, scholars also demonstrate nega-
tive effects such as a slower rate of IPOs (Beckman et al. 2007), a decreased sur-
vival rate (Busenitz et al. 2004; Haveman and Khaire 2004; Le et al. 2017), and an 
increased risk of failure (Guenther et al. 2015). For instance, findings show that pre-
IPO ETMEs negatively influence the firm’s performance (i.e. return for sharehold-
ers) because they reduce the knowledge and resource base of the company (Le et al. 
2017). However, literature suggests that the positive and negative consequences of 
ETMEs cannot be solely explained by the total amount of resources lost through the 
leaving person because it might heavily depend on the previously inhabited role of 
the leaving individual (Haveman and Khaire 2004), the different needs of the spe-
cific venture development phase (Chandler et al. 2005) or exit timing issues (Guen-
ther et al. 2015). Finding ways to explain these different outcomes is, thus, a must 
for any future engagement with consequences of ETMEs.
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3.4  Contextual embeddedness

Another theme that has been touched upon in the articles is the contextual embed-
dedness of the ETMEs. The results show that different cultural contexts hold dif-
ferent implications for ETMEs. Entrepreneurial teams of academic spin-offs, for 
instance, are believed to face a set of critical junctures due to the academic setting 
along the process of spinning out and, thus, need to evolve and change their team 
compositions (Clarysse and Moray 2004; Vanaelst et  al. 2006). Entrepreneurial 
teams consisting of family members or spouses are also subject to specific social 
principles, such as higher levels of trust and deeply shared values, delineating them 
from entrepreneurial teams in other contexts. The articles included in this review 
indicate that these differences underpin the formation—exit as well as additions of 
family members—of the entrepreneurial team (Muske and Fitzgerald 2006; Discua 
Cruz et al. 2013).

Additional efforts have been made to investigate environmental embeddedness 
in terms of industry influences on team changes. A study on the effect of highly 
dynamic environments on team changes shows that team departures in such envi-
ronments tend to have a negative influence on firm growth (Chandler et al. 2005). 
Thus, the environmental conditions act as a moderator between the exit and its con-
sequences for the venture. To further elucidate environmental embeddedness, the 
results of the systematic literature review offer an example for the importance of 
geographical proximity of venture capitalists and the entrepreneurial teams. When 
the team and the venture capitalists are geographically close, the entrepreneurial 
team tends to experience more member reductions (Heger and Tykvová 2009).

Moreover, the review reveals findings concerning the temporal embeddedness of 
ETMEs. Timing (operationalized through the age of the venture) can help to explain 
the consequences of founder exits in new venture teams. In general, there seems to 
be a negative effect of ETMEs on the venture performance, but this harmful effect 
becomes insignificant as the venture matures (Guenther et al. 2015). These findings 
are supported by other results positing that the stage of development of the venture 
is a positive moderator of the link between team member departure and venture per-
formance (Chandler et al. 2005). The role of timing has further been investigated in 
terms of time until ETME. When investigating the impact of venture capitalists on 
the turnover of entrepreneurial teams, a higher equity stake of venture capitalists and 
higher venture growth rate reduces the time until an entrepreneurial team member is 
replaced or dismissed (Heger and Tykvová 2009). This proposes that temporal con-
siderations are an important factor for understanding the antecedents of ETMEs and 
their consequences.

4  Discussion and research directions

Based on the results of the systematic literature review, this section aims to sug-
gest potential ways to move research on ETMEs forward. To do this, we discuss the 
identified parts of the ETME process (antecedents, routes, consequences, contextual 
embeddedness) under the light of new perspectives and derive potential research 
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questions for further engagement. An overview of these possible research questions 
and perspectives is provided in Table 2.

4.1  New perspectives on antecedents: expanding the heterogeneity concept 
and introducing faultlines

The investigated articles provide a wide range of different antecedents of ETMEs. 
However, a large part of these findings is anecdotal with no theoretical underpin-
ning and, thus, often lacks an in-depth discussion in the respective article. In so 
far, the systematic review offers a multitude of potential influencing factors, but 
we do not know yet how these factors are related and how they might influence 
each other. Furthermore, current research indicates that some antecedents may be 
more ‘fatal’ than others and are more likely to lead to team changes (Diakanastasi 

Table 2  Research agenda; potential research questions and perspectives for ETMEs

Theme Suggested questions and theoretical perspectives

Antecedents How are antecedents in multiple levels of analysis (individual, team, venture) related?
Which antecedents are more influential in the ETME process than others?
How and why does the heterogenous distribution of socially valued goods (e.g., pay, 

equity, reputation; heterogeneity as disparity) act as an antecedent for ETMEs?
How and why do different internalized values of team members (heterogeneity as separa-

tion) act as antecedents for ETMEs?
What are the underlying mechanisms of the team’s social interaction leading to entrepre-

neurial team member exits?
What social interactions strengthen faultlines within the entrepreneurial team and 

between the team and investors and how is this related to ETMEs?
Perspectives: Team Heterogeneity, Faultlines Perspective

Routes How does the initiating actor alter the processual sequence of the ETME?
How is the distribution of power among team members related to the initiation of team 

member exits?
How are equity and exit conditions negotiated after the initiation, and what role do emo-

tions play?
How do social interactions between team members and corporate stakeholders play out?
What role do formal and informal rules and guidelines play in realizing different exit 

routes?
Perspectives: Power, Negotiation Behavior

Consequences What factors of the preceding process (e.g., initiating actors, timing, exit routes) moder-
ate the consequences of ETMEs?

How are team-level consequences and venture-level consequences related?
How do subjective performance measures of the entrepreneurial team members influence 

the positive and negative consequences of ETMEs?
Perspectives: Multi-level Perspective on Consequences, Processual Perspective, Timing

Context Why and how does environmental embeddedness affect the process?
How does cultural embeddedness affect social interactions within the exit process?
Perspectives: Social Embeddedness, Institutional Logics
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et al. 2018). Future avenues should approach the numerous potential antecedents 
from multiple levels such as the individual, the team, and the organization; inves-
tigate how they are intertwined in the process of ETMEs and evaluate which of 
them are more influential than others. A more detailed conception and differentia-
tion of heterogeneity serves as a promising way to start.

Team heterogeneity appears to be a core factor to understand the drivers of 
ETMEs. The results point towards a positive relation between ETMEs and het-
erogeneity as variety (e.g. functional expertise, entrepreneurial experience, edu-
cation, age; Ucbasaran et al. 2003; Chandler et al. 2005; Hellerstedt et al. 2007) 
as well as heterogeneity as separation (e.g. diverging values and beliefs; Vanaelst 
et al. 2006; Discua Cruz et al. 2013). However, conclusions concerning heteroge-
neity as separation need to be drawn carefully because of the exploratory charac-
ter of the analyzed studies. Future research, thus, should investigate the roles of 
differences in terms of the team members’ opinions, values, beliefs, or passion 
(Cardon et al. 2017) and their relation to subsequent exits.

In addition to variety and separation, heterogeneity as disparity is a third type 
that should be considered in team research (Harrison and Klein 2007). Heteroge-
neity as disparity refers to the inequality of socially valued resources (e.g., pay-
ment, status, authority, equity). We found that research on this form of heteroge-
neity is quite limited. Nevertheless, there are some hints towards its importance 
(especially the distribution of equity) that lay the foundation for further research 
in this regard. The distribution of shares is shown to be a core decision in entre-
preneurial teams (Hellmann and Wasserman 2016). Low perceived fairness due 
to the distribution of shares, then, can trigger negative interaction spirals, which 
further lead to ETMEs (Breugst et al. 2015). In addition, research on top manage-
ment teams shows that such disparities are important influencing factors for team 
outcomes (Nielsen 2009). Hence, we argue that heterogeneity as disparity can 
offer useful new concepts to explain ETMEs in future research.

Heterogeneity is one way to explore team compositions, but the systematic 
review excavates an additional approach to investigate the structure of diversity 
within entrepreneurial teams utilizing the faultlines perspective (Lim et al. 2013). 
Faultlines are “hypothetical dividing lines that may split a group into subgroups 
based on one or more attributes” (Lau and Murnighan 1998, p. 328). As opposed 
to team heterogeneity, which portrays the dispersion of a single attribute within a 
group, the strength of a faultline provides a level of (dis-) similarity of subgroups 
within organizations. In earlier concepts, the faultlines perspective focused on 
differences in demographic qualities such as age, gender, or national diversity. 
More recent studies have extended the initial conceptualization to integrate fac-
tors including the group members’ beliefs, personal values, or personality. 
Faultlines have been linked to a multitude of group outcomes such as, for exam-
ple, satisfaction, conflicts, and potential member changes (Thatcher and Patel 
2012). Moreover, the highly influential behavior of investors, another outcome 
of the systematic literature review, has been theorized to contribute to faultlines 
within new ventures (Lim et  al. 2013). This allows scholars to bridge the team 
and organizational level of antecedents for ETMEs. As such, this perspective can 
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provide us with new insights on which antecedents might be more influential, that 
is, strengthen faultlines among group members, within the process of ETMEs.

4.2  The role of power and negotiations in ETME routes

Considering the importance of exit routes for the processes of entrepreneurial 
exits (DeTienne and Chandler 2010; Piva and Rossi-Lamastra 2017), the dearth 
of research on this theme within ETME research is rather surprising. In terms of 
ETMEs, not every exit route of conventional entrepreneurial exits is readily applica-
ble. The selling and retaining of the shares of the exiting individual is the main point 
of discussion in current literature (Junkunc and Eckhardt 2009; Loane et al. 2014; 
Piva and Rossi-Lamastra 2017) but we argue that a different approach to exit routes, 
namely the investigation of power and negotiations, will lead to profound insights 
into how ETMEs are handled.

Our results suggest the importance of the interplay among initiating actors, the 
nature of the exit, and the strategy to realize the exit. Taking a power perspective 
would allow future research to reveal the interpersonal relations and team dynam-
ics of ETME routes. Power is the “ability to get things done the way one wants 
them to be done” (Salancik and Pfeffer 1977, p. 4) and, thus, the capacity of an 
individual actor to exert influence on a person in a group (Pfeffer 1981). Organiza-
tional research indicates the importance of power distribution among teams (Sper-
ber and Linder 2018) and suggests that powerful actors have the ability to initiate 
change in companies (Greve and Mitsuhashi 2007). This coincides with the find-
ings of the systematic review because several articles point to power disparities 
among the involved parties, especially between investors and the entrepreneurial 
team (Fiet et al. 1997; Collewaert and Fassin 2013) but also within the team itself 
(Loane et  al. 2014). Investigating power disparities would then allow scholars to 
identify the initiating actors and to determine what socially valued characteristics 
and resources they possess to be able to enforce an exit. A way to examine the dis-
tribution of power within the team in future research is, for example, the distribu-
tion of equity (Finkelstein 1992). Upcoming empirical work can use ownership as 
a dimension of power, where higher shares imply more control over core decisions 
pertaining to the business (Kroll et  al. 2007). As already discussed, the percep-
tion of fairness towards the equity distribution can be an antecedent of an ETME 
(Breugst et al. 2015), but the implied power and control might also be a prerequi-
site to be able to initiate an exit.

Moreover, our systematic review revealed a lack of insights concerning how exits 
are negotiated among the involved actors. Again, taking a power perspective would 
allow us to unravel the social hierarchical positioning of entrepreneurial team mem-
bers and corporate stakeholders, thus, enlightening their possibilities in negotiating 
exit outcomes. This could support researchers when answering questions such as 
what happens to the freed up equity (Breugst et al. 2015), or how power relations 
change when team composition is fluid. Power influences the ability of entrepre-
neurs to negotiate within their teams (Ruef 2009), and entrepreneurs are found to 
negotiate more assertively than non-entrepreneurs, extensively utilizing emotions in 
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their negotiation behaviors (Artinger et al. 2015). Given the potentially highly emo-
tional context of ETMEs and the necessity to negotiate the outcomes (Cardon et al. 
2005; Loane et  al. 2014), we argue that ETMEs serve as extreme cases to study 
negotiations, providing fertile ground for new insights into entrepreneurial behaviors 
and the role of emotions in entrepreneurial processes.

4.3  Resolving inconsistencies of ETME consequences

The literature review reveals inconsistencies in terms of ETME consequences that 
need to be approached to elevate research. We suggest two ways how future research 
can approach this task: First, future studies need to consider and untangle the multi-
ple levels of outcomes and rethink performance measurements and, second, ETMEs 
should be explored more comprehensively as a process.

4.3.1  The relation between team‑level and venture‑level consequences 
and performance measures

The systematic review shows that ETMEs are a multilevel phenomenon with con-
sequences for the exiting individual, the remaining team, and the affected venture. 
Delineating among those levels is challenging, because positive team outcomes 
are related to positive venture performance (Vanaelst et  al. 2006; West 2007; Jin 
et al. 2017). Therefore, when an ETME changes the structure, resources, or char-
acteristics of the remaining team, as the results of this review uncover, we need to 
investigate how this in turn influences team performance in the first place. Unfor-
tunately, current work does not provide us with insights in this regard leading us to 
encourage further research to be carried out in this area. Thus, we argue, that when 
the favorable connection between team level performance and venture performance 
holds as predicted by the current entrepreneurial team research (Jin et  al. 2017), 
untangling the different levels of outcomes of an ETME could help to explain 
why firm-level outcomes might differ among studies that do not control for team 
outcomes.

Related to this, we suggest to reconsider and eventually alter the proxies used for 
firm performance in entrepreneurial team studies. Most studies in this field of entre-
preneurial teams use growth or profitability as an absolute measure for venture per-
formance (Klotz et al. 2014). The articles in our sample also use absolute variables 
such as time to IPO, profitability, or time until venture capital funding (Chandler 
et al. 2005; Beckman et al. 2007; Beckman and Burton 2008). The problem with this 
type of proxy is that it neglects the aspirations and motivations of the team mem-
bers. Hence, if an entrepreneurial team does not want to grow in a distinct amount 
of time, the venture is still categorized as low performing (Klotz et al. 2014). This 
supports our notion to integrate team-level characteristics such as growth aspiration 
(and the changes due to the ETMEs) into future research designs. Future research 
might want to discuss venture outcomes in relation to the venture goals, outcome 
satisfaction, or well-being in conjunction with conventional financial metrics (Klotz 
et al. 2014).



865

1 3

Investigating the process of entrepreneurial team member…

In addition, in measuring the impact of ETMEs on venture performance, the 
problem of reverse causality needs to be considered. It has been shown that exits by 
team members lead to a decrease in the profitability of the affected venture (Chan-
dler et al. 2005), but a reverse connection can be equally true when individual team 
members depart due to an unsatisfying venture performance. In such a case, schol-
ars argue that the exiting individuals are leaving a sinking ship and that this chal-
lenge has to be approached with appropriate methods (see Le et al. 2017 for such an 
attempt).

4.3.2  ETMEs as a process

Framing and researching ETMEs as a process provides another avenue to clarify the 
impact of such an event. Our results show that none of the screened articles aim to 
provide a full picture of the whole process including antecedents, routes, and sub-
sequent consequences. Research on entrepreneurial exits argues that exits are best 
studied as a process due to the contingency of outcomes on preceding events (Wenn-
berg 2007; Wennberg and DeTienne 2014). Indeed, our review reveals the interrelat-
edness of antecedents, exit routes, and outcomes and points towards the importance 
to engage the contingencies of ETME consequences. Current research, for example, 
have shown the relations between preceding conflictual interactions of the entrepre-
neurial team as an antecedent leading to a hostile exit route resulting in negative 
individual outcomes (Breugst et  al. 2015). In addition, the chronological order of 
events is important to further elucidate the process (Chandler et al. 2005; Heger and 
Tykvová 2009; Guenther et al. 2015).

Building on these findings, we argue that future research designs must consider 
two aspects: First, they should allow to investigate the connection of antecedents, 
routes, and consequences of ETMEs in a more systematic and comprehensive 
manner. Second, they should permit temporal aspects of ETMEs to be taken into 
account. Although quantitative approaches can provide important findings to illumi-
nate different parts of the process, we suggest that especially qualitative approaches 
yield great potential. Longitudinal qualitative research designs for theory building 
provide a vehicle to analyze how events are interrelated and evolve over time, which 
allows capturing temporal dimensions, for example, through techniques of tempo-
ral bracketing or visual mapping (Langley 1999). Such research designs are neces-
sary to analyze how ETMEs emerge, what antecedents precede different exit routes 
and how these ultimately result in diverse consequences on different levels of analy-
sis. This could lead to different patterns of ETMEs and enlighten the relationships 
among the themes we derived in this review. Our process-oriented framework could, 
thus, provide a foundation to tackle this task.

4.4  Contextualizing ETMEs

Despite the importance of contextual factors for the process of ETMEs (Clarysse 
and Moray 2004; Chandler et al. 2005; Vanaelst et al. 2006), research in this regard 
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has been quite limited. Following recent calls to contextualize entrepreneurship and 
to theorize its context (Welter 2011), we argue that a more fine-grained cultural con-
textualization of the process of ETMEs will offer profound new insights into how 
this entrepreneurial phenomenon takes place.

Our review provides two examples of different cultural settings that influence the 
way in which teams change—the academic spin-offs (Clarysse and Moray 2004; 
Vanaelst et al. 2006) and a family firm setting (Discua Cruz et al. 2013) that both 
have profound differences compared to other cultural environments (Helm and Mau-
roner 2007; Hiebl and Li 2018). Our review shows how entrepreneurial teams are 
formed between two diverging logics each with its own values, beliefs, and legiti-
mate practices. One way to analyze this cultural embeddedness is the institutional 
logic perspective, which has recently gained traction in organization and entrepre-
neurship studies (De Clercq and Voronov 2011; Reay and Jones 2016; Gregori et al. 
2019). Institutional logics are shared intersubjective meaning systems that influence 
individual attention, values, goals, and behaviors in providing distinct organizing 
principles (Friedland and Alford 1991). The logics constrain and enable individual 
action and provide a frame for what practices are legitimate and what ends are desir-
able (Thornton et al. 2012; Friedland 2018). In recent years, several ideal types of 
such logics have been established including a commercial market logic and a family 
logic (Thornton et al. 2012) as well as an academic logic that can support us in con-
textualizing future research on ETMEs.

The institutional logic perspective posits that actors are regularly caught between 
different logics leading to tensions and uncertainty (Greenwood et  al. 2011). This 
could provide a starting point to further explore ETMEs in academic or family set-
tings. For example, academics that are part of the team formation often do not have 
the necessary commitment towards the entrepreneurial endeavor, making them 
leave the joint enterprise (Vanaelst et al. 2006). The ideals of an academic logic can 
intervene with the profit maximization of the commercial market logic (Upton and 
Warshaw 2017), and these clashing values can constitute the motivation to with-
draw (Dufays and Huybrechts 2017). The family setting offers similar friction points 
among values, beliefs, and goals compared to the commercial market logic. Families 
derive legitimacy from unconditional loyalty towards the family values and heritage, 
which are often not compatible with the market logic (Thornton et al. 2012). Discua-
Cruz et al. (2013) provide an example for this idea when they argue that the family 
entrepreneurial teams are characterized by a high commitment to shared values and 
the commitment to the stewardship of the family’s assets. Hence, they speculate that 
family members who cannot fulfill their profit ambitions (market logic) exit the firm.

Taking the importance of cultural contextual embeddedness into account, future 
engagements may seek to answer the following question of, ‘how does the process 
of ETME play out under certain circumstances?’ instead of ‘does the ETME have 
positive or negative outcomes?’
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4.5  Limitations

Like every piece of scientific work, our systematic literature review does come with 
limitations. Using quality criteria for the search, in our case peer-reviewed journal 
articles, is a double-edged sword. Although, it is a common practice and recom-
mended for the review of literature to provide a foundation for a certain level of 
quality (Bouncken et al. 2015), it opens the way to missing out on potentially rel-
evant pieces of knowledge within unpublished papers or books. However, we argue 
that our systematic review approach in conjunction with additional search strategies 
(backward citation search and handsearching) resulted in a comprehensive review 
with high quality articles.

We also want to point out that the inclusion and exclusion of articles and the cod-
ing procedure can be affected by the researchers’ subjectivity, where other authors 
might have come to different conclusions (Bouncken et al. 2015; Kraus et al. 2018). 
To tackle the subjectivity, we conducted an independent search strategy involving 
two authors and the subsequent discussion of the included and excluded articles as 
part of a presentation in front of other colleagues. The same is true for the coding 
procedure itself, where our independent coding procedure and discussion of codes 
aimed to reduce the inherent subjectivity of the qualitative approach.

In line with this notion, we decided to investigate current literature and derive a 
research agenda under a processual lens. We are convinced that a process perspec-
tive is best suited to investigate ETMEs (see also Klotz et al. 2014; Wennberg and 
DeTienne 2014; Guenther et al. 2015), but other conceptual approaches might also 
have been possible (e.g., focus on themes such as group behavior or entrepreneurial 
decision-making). Moreover, when we discussed potential ways to move the field 
forward, we found some aspects of currently proposed perspectives convincing and 
opted to focus on these propositions (e.g., novel perspectives of heterogeneity, fault-
lines, power). Other work on entrepreneurial teams offers various different ways that 
could help us to theorize ETMEs such as the upper echelon perspective (Jin et al. 
2017), different theories of capital (Nikiforou et al. 2018), or social identity theory 
(Ruef 2010). Discussing all these possibilities would go beyond the scope of this 
review. Related to that, other fields of research such as meso-sociological studies on 
group behavior or research on organizational behavior could further enlighten the 
topic of ETMEs. However, we deliberately did not aim to open this box of vast pos-
sibilities but instead chose to give a comprehensive overview of research within the 
stated conceptual boundaries, especially since entrepreneurial teams are found to be 
greatly different than other types of teams (Schjoedt et al. 2013; Klotz et al. 2014). 
Future work on ETMEs could also draw connections among those other fields of 
research and investigate the transferability of the results.

5  Conclusion

In this endeavor, we compiled the fragmented yet growing research on ETMEs by 
deriving central themes within the current literature and developing a processual 
framework for ETMEs. Our literature review shows that current research covers 
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insights in terms of antecedents, routes, consequences, and the contextual embed-
dedness. The results presented the multiple different antecedents stemming from 
the individual, the entrepreneurial team, or the affected venture where the concept 
of team heterogeneity is central. We also revealed the importance of the nature of 
the exit, strategies, and the initiating actors that jointly constitute the ETME routes. 
Such exits further have social and psychological consequences for the individual, 
change team structures, resources, and characteristics, and exert positive as well as 
negative effects on different measures for venture performance. Moreover, cultural, 
environmental, and temporal contexts play a pivotal role in understanding ETMEs.

Building on these results and to move the field forward, we proposed that future 
research should take new perspectives on ETME antecedents by expanding the con-
cept of team heterogeneity and introducing the faultline perspective. Further, power 
and negotiation behavior can be a constructive way to analyze the social relations 
and outcomes of ETME routes. Future research is advised to disentangle the team-
level and venture-level consequences and explore the ETMEs in a processual longi-
tudinal way to resolve the sometimes inconsistent findings of venture consequences. 
Finally, we plead for a more in-depth contextualization, which will provide more 
profound insights on how ETMEs take place in different spatial and cultural con-
texts. We encourage other scholars to use this article as a roadmap to examine the 
presented aspects in more detail, to be inspired by our potential paths for future 
research and to derive research questions and hypothesis for the promising research 
on ETMEs.
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