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ABSTRACT

The main purpose of this research is to conduct an exploratory study of entrepreneurial
exit to understand the process that entrepreneurs undertake to exit their businesses. To achieve
this purpose, the researchers carried out a qualitative study using constructivist grounded theory
on a sample of fourteen Iranian entrepreneurs. Data were collected using semi-structured
interviews and analysed in three coding stages using comparative analysis. The findings indicate
that the exit process starts with some changes in the business environment or in the
entrepreneurs’ expectations. These changes gradually lead entrepreneurs to the self-positioning
state and finally, they decide to exit despite all the barriers. The findings also show that the
entrepreneurs use different strategies to overcome the challenges in the process such as
reinforcing the resources, following up the familiar solutions and continuing proactively. By
understanding the voluntary exit process owner-managers can better understand the flow and
challenges in the business exit and use the exit as an appropriate strategy. Understanding the
voluntary exit process can lead to the reduction of mandatory exits which both waste the
resources and impose financial, psychological and social costs. The main contribution of this
study is that it brings the behavioural and cognitive aspects of individuals to the foreground in
understanding the dynamics of exit.

Keywords: Entrepreneurial Exit, Businesses Exit, Self-Positioning State.
INTRODUCTION

As the last stage in the process of establishing a venture, exit is a key component in
entrepreneurship and needs to be understood like the other stages in this process. During the past
decade, the entrepreneurial exit has emerged as a major component in the entrepreneurial process
and established itself as a distinctive domain of research (DeTienne & Wennberg, 2016). Prior
research on the exit has focused on drivers of exit such as performance and environment
(Mahmood, 1992; Gimeno et al., 1997; Everett & Watson, 1998; Gorg & Strobl, 2000; Kaiser &
Stouraitis, 2001; Bates, 2005), barriers of exit ( Porter, 1976; Wiersema, 1995; Shimizu & Hitt,
2005), different exit strategies and factors that lead to these strategies (DeTienne & Cardon,
2012; DeTienne, 2010; Wennberg et al., 2010, DeTienne & Chirico, 2013; DeTienne et al.,
2015), exit at different stages of the lifecycle of the venture(DeTienne, 2010), factors that affects
the duration of the exit (Yamakawa & Cardon,2017) and consequences of the exit (DeTienne,
2010; Hessels et al., 2011; Ucbasaran et al., 2013).

1 1528-2686-24-1-119



Academy of Entrepreneurship Journal Volume 24, Issue 1, 2018

Most of the previous research has studied the exit as a dichotomous variable (exit and
survival of the business) (Wennberg & DeTienne, 2014) not as a process. In the case of the
voluntary exit where individuals get involved in a cognitive process of decision-making,
understanding the process that the entrepreneurs go through to decide and act upon the exit is
critical (DeTienne & Wennberg, 2016). The process view gives a broader insight of the
dynamics of the phenomenon. However, despite the research progress during the last decade, still
a theoretical gap remains in the body of the exit literature and that is about the processual studies
of the exit (DeTienne & Wennberg, 2016; Wennberg, 2011).

Understanding the process that entrepreneurs voluntarily undertake to exit their business
is important for several reasons. First, understanding the voluntary exit process can lead to the
reduction of mandatory exits and “chronic failures” (Van Witteloostuijn, 1998) which both waste
the resources and impose financial, psychological and social costs (Ucbasaran et al., 2013).
Second, by understanding the voluntary exit process owner-managers can better understand the
flow and challenges in the business exit and use the exit as an appropriate strategy (Burgelman,
1996; Decker & Mellewigt, 2007).

This research focuses on the process of the voluntary exit to add to the exit literature. A
voluntary exit is defined as to sell, discontinue or quit the business voluntarily (not due to
retirement, unprofitable business or financing problems) (Kelly et al., 2016). This study is at the
individual level of analysis rather firm level since many questions about how and why
individuals voluntarily leave their businesses are still unanswered (DeTienne & Wennberg,
2016).

The current study contributes to the entrepreneurial exit literature by focusing on the
process of the exit undertaken by entrepreneurs and describing what occurs in this process. The
two studies on the process by Burgelman (1994) and Con Foo (2010) used the firm level of
analysis with the focus on economic, environmental, legal and internal variables. The present
study adds to these works by looking into behavioral and cognitive factors at the individual level
of analysis.

The paper is structured as follows. First, the theoretical foundations of the exit and a
review of the related literature are presented. Second, the methodology, statistical population and
scope of the study are discussed. Third, the analysis and findings are explained. Finally, the
conclusion, research constraints and some implication for the future research are proposed.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Business exit is a multi-level phenomenon and is consisted of various aspects and
dimensions. These have made exit an interdisciplinary construct (Wennberg, 2009; DeTienne,
2010). Different scholars have provided various definitions for the exit. Decker and Mellewigt
(2007) consider the business exit as a change or an activity in a company which includes
restructuring its assets or business. Burgleman (1994) sees the exit as a strategic choice to match
the basis of competition in the industry. Anderson and Tushman (2001) define the exit as a
decision of the firm to quit a particular market. Other definitions include termination of the
operation, closure or bankruptcy (Gimeno et al., 1997) and selling of the business (Villalonga &
McGahan, 2005).

Firms exit under numerous factors that might be or might not be related to the failure.
Exit in small businesses could occur for both financial reasons and non-financial reasons such as
age, gender, different types of financing (Wennberg & DeTienne, 2014), retirement (DeTienne,
2010), health issues (Winter et al., 2004), employment opportunity (Hsu et al., 2016; Parastuty et

2 1528-2686-24-1-119



Academy of Entrepreneurship Journal Volume 24, Issue 1, 2018

al., 2016), recognizing new opportunities (Justo et al., 2015), the death of the founder and
divorce (DeTienne, 2010).

In most of the studies in the Management and Organization fields, the level of analysis is
the organization. At the firm level, exit rate has a negative relationship with innovation (Cefis &
Marcili, 2006), growth strategy (Bruderl et al., 1992), initial capital (Decker & Mellewigt, 2007),
size (Ryan & Power, 2012), strong geographically close competitors (Becchetti & Sierra, 2002)
and performance(Decker & Mellewigt, 2007; DeTienne & Wennberg, 2013).

Moreover, studies in the Management and Organization fields view exit mostly as failure
and focus on the survival of the organizations (Wennberg, 2009) and consider technical skills,
innovation and growth the key factors in the survival of firms (Cefis & Marsili, 2006; Manello &
Calabrese, 2017; Lofsten, 2016; Siepel et al., 2017; Choi et al., 2017). Another group of studies
are conducted in Financial Management field in which the focus is on the exit methods such as
mergers and acquisitions, the role of financial indexes in the exit and exit by venture capitalists
in VC-backed companies. This area of research investigates factors effective in decision-making
by venture capitalists to exit fully or gradually (Berkery, 2007; Hawkey, 2002; Kuratko &
Hornsby, 2009; fried & Ganor, 2006).

During the last decade, the exit has become a research stream in the field of
Entrepreneurship. Some studies have focused mostly on the distinction between exit and failure
as well as conceptualization of the exit in the literature (Con Foo & Breen, 2009; Con Foo, 2010;
DeTienne, 2008; DeTienne, 2010; Wennberg, 2009). Wennberg (2011) argued that several areas
need to be uncovered: The nature of exit, factors that affect the exit or get affected by exit and
the process through which the phenomenon emerges. Most of the scholars have focused only on
one area and examined the important factors in different types of exit (Wennberg, 2009;
Wennberg et al., 2009; DeTienne & Cardon; 2012; Hessel et al., 2011; DeTienne et al., 2015).

A comprehensive review of the literature by DeTienne and Wennberg (2013) showed that
the entrepreneurial exit studies could be categorized into three groups. A group of studies has
investigated the relationship between performance and exit. The second group includes the
studies which examine strategies and feasible exit methods. The third group includes research on
the consequences of exit at economic and corporate levels. In another critical study of the exit
literature, Wennberg and DeTienne (2014) summarized the issues raised in the literature and
discussed the importance of exit process. They argued that exit is a complex process with
unknown results. Like all processes, theorizing and discussing the exit requires defining the
process and phases (Wennberg & DeTienne, 2014).

METHODOLOGY

This research uses a qualitative approach in the interpretive research paradigm. The
purpose of choosing this approach is collecting qualitative data from individuals to understand
how they give meaning to the phenomenon of exit as an event in their lives (Saunders et al.,
2003).

The grounded theory is a qualitative research method in which a theoretical
understanding of the investigated phenomenon is gained through comparing the collected data
during the research process. Creswell (2012) classifies different grounded theory types: Glaser’s
emergent plan, Strauss and Corbin’s systematic plan and Charmaz's constructivist plan.

In this study, constructivist grounded theory is adopted. Constructivism is a research
paradigm that denies existence of an objective reality and believes that realities are social
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construction of mind. Therefore, there exist as many such constructions as there are individuals.
Epistemologically constructivism emphasizes the role of researcher and the interaction between
researcher and participants. So, in the constructivist view data is constructed rather than
discovered (Charmaz, 2009) and analyses are interpretive rendering of data not objective report
of them. Constructivist grounded theory is in accord with inductive logic, constant comparison,
the emergence of the concept and the open-ended approach of the classic version of Glaser’s
grounded theory, but adds abduction to it. Unlike the systematic version, constructivist grounded
theory does not impose a specific framework on the data (Charmaz, 2008).

The statistical population of the study consists of entrepreneurs in the poultry industry in
Iran who has exited their business voluntarily. This study has used theoretical sampling.
Theoretical sampling is a purposeful sampling but there is a fine-drawn difference between
theoretical and other kinds of purposeful sampling. Theoretical sampling is purposeful according
to categories that the researcher develops from his analysis based on his theoretical concerns
(Charmaz, 2006). Theoretical sampling involves starting the analysis of data and developing
ideas about the data and examines these ideas through further inquiry. The initial data are coded
and categories are developed. Early categories are suggestive but there are still some gaps. In
theoretical sampling the researcher predicts where and how to find the data to fill the gaps and
saturate the categories. Researcher may add new participants or ask earlier participants further
questions or inquire about experiences not covered before. Therefore, gathering and analysing
the data continue until the categories and relationship between them are clear and robust
(Charmaz, 2006). At this point the categories are saturated. The data collection method in this
study is semi-structured interviews. Overall, 19 interviews were carried out with 14
entrepreneurs all around different provinces in Iran. All the entrepreneurs were male with
different educational backgrounds ranging from secondary school to master’s degree.
Entrepreneurs’ age ranged from 27 to 61. The business exit had happened during the age of 25 to
55.

To validate the extracted categories from the data and the relationships between
categories, the researchers modified the categories by continuous referring to the data and
comparing the concepts and categories with the data. Also, the questions were narrowed down
for deep understanding of the subject. To achieve credibility and resonance of the research
(Charmaz, 2006), the participants were given the transcripts and were asked to verify and clarify
or edit their own words. Also, researchers conducted member checking by providing the
participants with interpretations of the narratives (Charmaz, 2014). Also, the findings were
shared with the participants to the extent that the level of abstraction would not move the
meanings from the participant’s comprehension (Glaser, 2002). This study brings the behavioral
and cognitive aspects of individuals to the foreground in understanding of exit and has some
implications for owner managers. Therefore, the measures of originality and usefulness of the
research are achieved as well (Charmaz, 2008).

Moreover, the results of a constructivist research are provided as anecdotal narrations, the
writing style and logical arguments in the text could be the criteria for subjective judgment
(Charmaz, 2006).
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RESEARCH FINDINGS
The Research Data

Initially, to finalize the interview questions, resolve ambiguities and extract the average
time required to answer the questions, three test interviews were carried out with three
entrepreneurs who had exited their business. These entrepreneurs had worked in industries other
than poultry. After finalizing the interview protocol, the researchers conducted telephone
interviews with potential participants in the poultry industry to ensure which of them had the
necessary conditions of the voluntary exit. Then, in-person interviews were arranged with
individuals who were qualified.

Interviews were conducted during 15 months from July 2015 to February 2016. The data
analysis was started at the same time with data collection and researcher's analysis and thoughts
were written down as memos. In the first stage, the interview protocol was used for asking
questions. In summing up the first round of interviews, some questions were asked about the
subjects emerged in the interview. In the next round of interviews, questions were added to the
interview protocol in accordance with previous answers of the participant. For example, if the
participants pointed out an important concept such as work stress in the first interview, in the
second interview, questions were asked for understanding the meaning of work stress to the
participants and how this concept has affected the exit experience.

Coding

During the open coding, in order to do an in-depth analysis of the data, line-by-line and
word-by-word coding were used. This required a code for every line or word from the transcripts
of interviews. During the process, researchers used action words (Charmaz, 2006). Open coding
was time-consuming. The identified open codes were revised and compared with other codes in
the same transcript and with other transcripts. The researchers also looked into the emotions of
the participants, when they were talking about different parts of their experience.

More than 200 open codes were obtained at this stage. While some of the codes reflect
actions, some other reflects views and emotions of the participants. Table 1 shows a few open
codes with their instances in the transcripts. Table 2 demonstrates the themes and subjects
repeated the most in the data as well as focused codes that were defined for these themes.

At the second stage of the data analysis process, a large volume of data was screened and
the most important or most repeated open codes were used. The similar codes were merged for
easier code management and analysis. Focused coding was not a linear process and required that
the researchers refer to the previous codes and data iteratively. Then, the focused codes were
used to explain and relate different parts of the data. The open codes were compacted to 41
focused codes which covered the most important themes in the data.

At the next stage, the focused codes were compared with the data to extract the
categories. The theoretical coding allows for the integration of the obtained codes in the focused
coding stage. At this stage, the focused codes were analysed and the relationships between the
codes as well as the categories were identified. The researchers aimed for giving more in-depth
analyses using theoretical codes and tried not to impose any specific pre-defined framework on
the codes.

At each stage of interview, the open coding and focused coding was done by one of the
researchers. Then, in several group meetings, all the researchers discussed the focused code by
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comparing the codes with the interview transcripts and data from previous interviews. At each
stage some changes were made until the researchers reached consensus on the focused codes.
Then, focused codes were reviewed in other group sessions and researchers agreed on the
categories after comparing the codes with data.

The researchers used several questions to decide whether the categories are saturated or
not: 1) Can the category be defined by its properties (that is the participant’s actions and meaning
attributed to it)? 2) Can the categories be distinguished from other categories? 3) Is there any
relationship between categories? 4) Are there any process and variation? 5) Is the parsimony of
theoretical statement enough? (Charmaz, 2006). After each sampling the researchers held a
group meeting comparing the data within and between categories and discussed other directions
that could be taken or new conceptual relationship that could be seen. Also, the researchers used
diagramming as a visual tool for representation of categories and relationships to discuss whether
theoretical sufficiency is achieved.

Table 1
INSTANCES OF OPEN CODES AND OCCURRENCE IN TRANSCRIPTS

Instances of occurrence of the themes in the transcript

Open code

Nowadays, cheap chicken food is no longer available.
Ninety percent of the corn-soybean meal we need is
imported.

Experience about raw material getting expensive

Another problem is the authorities and policy-makers
not paying attention to the quality and productivity of
chicken food and modernizing the domestic market.

Experiencing lack of support from the government

I, too, wanted to gain as much as | had tried.

Pursuing more profit

| told myself, if | produce DCP, I will make 500 tomans
(~ 0.14 USD) profit in the worst case scenario.

Identify new opportunities

I was into doing something fun and different at the same
time...

Creating distinction

It is worthwhile to grow on and learn new stuff

Tendency to learn

I was thinking about the things that mattered to me. My
whole purpose of working

Thinking about purpose

I wanted to do something that mattered to me and |
believed in it; something | thought people would need it
and it would make my life better.

Tendency to help others

When | repeat something, | get bored. | look to solve
problems.

Challenge-seeking

Aviculture has grown so much during the recent 35
years that per capita consumption of poultry has
increased from 2 kilograms to 22 kilograms in a year.

Increased competition
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Table 2
INSTANCES OF FOCUSED CODES
Experiencing Pursuit for a Experlen_cmg Learning
! Self-knowledge . expensive from new
being valued challenging job C o .
production inputs | environments
Lo L , Predicting the . Experiencing
Experlfancmg Finding one’s goal future of the Explomng _the long working
anxiety : opportunities
industry hours
Experiencing the Termination
Experiencing Examination of Experiencing lack of support of the
uncertainty options high stress from the Lo
previous job
government
Entering Obtaining
sectors with | Creating distinction Tendency for guaranteed profit, Compare
high from others more profit launching a new oneself with
potentials business others
Categories

The results of theoretical coding showed 10 categories. Categories demonstrate the
themes that are most prominent in the exit process of the entrepreneurs.

Dissatisfaction with the Circumstance

Most of the respondents mentioned the special conditions of production in the poultry
industry and dissatisfaction with the circumstances. They sought to get rid of or changing the
circumstances. The focused codes in this category include: Experiencing long working hours,
experiencing expensive production inputs, experiencing high stress, experiencing the lack of
support from the government, experiencing the power of dealers in the industry, experiencing
uncertainty.

Tendency for More Profit

Some participants mentioned the role of seeking more profit in their decisions and they
considered the financial issues as important factors in their decision-making. The focused codes
in this category include: Seeking more profit, getting guaranteed profit.

Exploiting New Opportunities

Some entrepreneurs said in their stories that they have left their previous businesses to
exploit new profitable opportunities. The focused codes in this category include: Launching a
new business, entering sectors with high potentials.
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Tendency for Personal Development

Some entrepreneurs considered personal development as a significant factor in their
decisions to exit. This category includes these focused codes: Elimination of dissatisfaction,
learning from new environments, the pursuit of a challenging job, finding one’s goal, forecasting
the exit, expecting the exit.

Social Contribution

A group of participants liked to be useful individuals for the society and play a role as
much as they can to stand out from the others. This category includes these focused codes:
Creating distinction from others, playing a role, experiencing being valued and foreseeing exit.

Foresight

Some entrepreneurs considered foresight and predicting the future of the industry
important in their decisions. They said that they did not see a promising future for the poultry
industry and they have exited the industry to avoid the possible loss they might have endured
otherwise. The focused codes in this category include: Predicting the future of the industry,
avoiding falling profits, expecting the exit.

Trying to Interpret the Circumstances

Almost all entrepreneurs paid attention to the signs, dynamics and the driving factors and
tried to find an explanation for these signs. However, a group of entrepreneurs tended not to
relate the dynamics and factors to the decision making for the exit. Therefore, these
entrepreneurs had tried to find another explanation for the signs or postpone thinking about them.
The focused codes in this category include: Noticing the signs, trying to explain the situation,
trusting their business, settling down.

Experiencing New States

Facing the circumstances and the decision to exit, most entrepreneurs had experienced
new states and most were anxious about the exit. The focused codes in this category include:
Feeling anxiety, looking for the options, experiencing inertia.

Self-Positioning

Entrepreneurs tried to return to the normal situation through examining and answering
their anxieties and finding their positions to manage the new circumstances. The focused codes
in this category include: Trying to manage the new circumstances, answering the anxieties,
returning to normal conditions, knowing one, experiencing passion, experiencing disharmony
with the environment.

Engaging in Action

The entrepreneurs had acted after the decision making to exit and had used different
strategies to face the circumstances. The strategies are presented in the focused codes below:
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Using a solution, reinforcing the resources, trying to reduce uncertainty, following up familiar
solutions, continuing proactively.

The Story of Entrepreneurs’ Exit Process

This section, explains how entrepreneurs noticed the changes, found an explanation for
them, how they trusted their businesses and gradually got concerned about the changes.

Noticing the Change Signs

The entrepreneurs had faced different conditions in their businesses. However, all of
them had experienced some changes in their own image of the future or business environment.
Their stories show that they had noticed tangible signs: Prices, profits in other sectors of the
market, dissatisfaction with the current position. For example, Mr. Q. A. says: “I felt tired one
night when | was watching the workers for the whole night...physically tired...well, it's
obvious...But then I told myself, this is not something that | want...The thought came again and
again until I recognized I couldn’t leave it like that. There is definitely something”.

Entrepreneurs had noticed continuous changes which affected their business. The
Changes were not completely predictable. For example, F. S. noticed changes in the input prices
and the effects on the profitability of his business and A. F. spoke about his concern about the
lack of motivation for the growth of his business.

Participants said that their family members and friends had also noticed changes in them
and played a role in directing their attention to the changes. Some entrepreneurs had not noticed
the changes self-consciously. However, in most cases, comments made by family, friends or
colleagues had confirmed a thought noticed by the entrepreneur earlier. They were mostly tired,
lacked motivation or were always deeply thinking.

Looking for an Explanation

The signs and symptoms of change had attracted the entrepreneurs’ attention and they
tended to find some explanations for them or ignore them if the signs and symptoms were not
continuous. Finding an alternative justification for the unclear signs was easy for them. In most
cases, their justification was logically flawless and was provided based on conditions of their
personal lives and working environment. For example, they ascribed changes to severe stress,
being tired of dealing with dealers, lack of government support for production, losing motivation
for production, expensive input prices, fixed product price, unexpected illness of the chickens
and aging in case of older entrepreneurs.

For example, A. M. explains how he related his interest in developing another production
unit to the reduction of the profit in an accounting period compared to the average profit of
previous periods. He said that he had tried to take a better control of the conditions to raise his
profit: “I told myself, my profit was good, but why I was not satisfied. I said, maybe I want
more. So, | equipped the chicken farm, | added this supplement and | gave that ration. My profit
increased. But there was still something wrong... I don't like working too much. But I don’t see
developing a business a task. If I see something as a task, I don’t want to do it and this is a reason
I quit university. If you are passionate about something, everything will be easier and you don’t
know how time goes by.”
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Trusting in One’s Business

In the process of evaluating the signs and symptoms of change, entrepreneurs’ over-trust
in their business is another constraint besides the lack of complete knowledge about the source of
the signs. When the participants were asked to describe the conditions of their business before
the decision to exit or think about the nature of success in their business, most of them said that
they had no problem in managing their business. They also mentioned the satisfying profitability,
liquidity or even using updated technology in their businesses. Most entrepreneurs believed that
the business success is associated with the lack of limitation either from government or
profitability or liquidity.

M. N. says: “From my point of view, success is profitability and achieving your goals;
and no loss. Meanwhile, in poultry, there are often periods of loss. But (overall) it has to be
profitable.” He gives an example and explains that his business, despite all the limitations
imposed by the government policies and the conditions of the industry, was successful. However,
the profit of a few years before exit had been zero. Despite such circumstances, he believes that
his business had been successful.

These definitions show that entrepreneurs trust in the quality of their businesses and their
management. They describe their businesses as profitable. Some of them had experienced
unusual issues such as disease of chickens and loss. However, they considered these challenges
as normal. Elder entrepreneurs found these unpredictable events more challenging and attributed
them to the constraints resulting from old age.

The low business performance was not a part of the story of the participants. Their
dissatisfaction was not because of performance. But, they sought a justification for their
dissatisfaction based on performance factors. M. F. states: “If I had always made loss maybe I’d
have noticed where the problem was. But, everything was good and | thought this is because of
the fear of future. Because | was always good. | was afraid that one day things go bad and I tried
to keep everything right...”

In sum, in line with trust in business, focus on other issues had resulted in postponing
entrepreneurs’ decision-making for exit. Entrepreneurs had waited for the concerns and
dissatisfaction to pass. For some of the entrepreneurs, this strategy had worked well before and
they hoped it would work again.

The Start of Anxiety

Some entrepreneurs had thought about exit when facing the signs that were not
justifiable. But in the case of most of the entrepreneurs, multiple factors had led them towards
and stopped them from the exit decision making at the same time. While they had thought about
exit, when faced with changes and dynamics of changes, they had suffered from anxiety and this
had made them consult about their conditions with others. They sought to find an explanation for
the change and know the viewpoint of others about it.

Mr. N. K.'s story explains the process. He had realized some changes for more than three
months. Based on his working and living conditions, he had made different interpretations of the
conditions. For example, he had ascribed his dissatisfaction to the situation of his son. Despite
the fact that he had been so anxious about the conditions, he had done nothing until one of his
associates made him decide.
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Rational and Value-Rational Evaluation

After the entrepreneurs evaluated the signs and symptoms of change, the final decision
making was affected by the entrepreneurs’ perception of their social status. In their mind, there
was a social view that gives a negative connotation to the business exit.

M. S. states: “Maybe it is a masculine mindset which says | am the father of a family; |
can’t be like that. Or...I often tell myself that the problem is just this or that. So, I'm not
changing my position... I guess many people think like me.” However, the beliefs or initiatives of
some of the entrepreneurs were not consistent with this view. Even some of them had challenged
this mindset in an intentional attempt to improve their social status through exit. Based on his
experience in the poultry industry and close observation of his colleagues, A. M. had heard
stories of decreasing profits and loss every day and had seen that people do nothing to change
their conditions. When facing such information, he made his mind: “I won’t let it happen to me.”

Entrepreneurs who believed that they were not motivated to exit (unless they were
forced), pointed out that they showed a kind of resistance to exit. They believed that they were
able to make the maximum profit from any situation and they can optimally manage their
business at any circumstance. They did not feel the need to exit and could bear the difficulties of
their work. Their rationale was that anxieties disappear with time and they preferred to continue
their business despite all the challenges.

Most of the participants in the study argued that exit and business change were among the
subjects they had thought about. In fact, for some entrepreneurs, the signs and symptoms of
environmental change were not strong enough. Therefore, thoughts and imaginations were the
main reasons for the decision to exit. Some even had thought about exiting from the very early
time of establishing the businesses.

When they were asked about the difference between the dominant social approach and
their view toward exit, they posed different justifications. For example, some explained how
people they knew had reached considerable profit through creating new businesses and entering
new area of activity.

Another group of the entrepreneurs believed that they cannot do routine jobs. A. M. says:
“I always think I shouldn’t fall into the routine and repetition.” Some entrepreneurs explained
that they have always lived out of prescriptions and common social mindsets. M. B. says: “From
childhood, I always loved to break something. |1 would pick up the radio, would open it up. It
would break, but I would learn things.” Entrepreneurs who thought about exit from the very
beginning of their businesses, said they had considered “wise” and “reasonable” exits and
believed they were different from that kind of people who are rolling stones and thinking about
change constantly.

Mr. N. says: “I’m not someone who starts something new before finishing the old one. |
think about what I can do next. Not every day, sometimes. I think about the rational way.”

Responding the Anxieties

The following sections describe how entrepreneurs responded to their anxieties and used
three entrepreneurial strategies to face exit conditions: Reinforcing the resources, following up
familiar solutions and continuing proactively. In the normal life conditions activities done in
each strategy, are not distinguishable from activities in other strategies. However, the researchers
have tried to distinguish them to achieve conceptual transparency.
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Self-Positioning: This is My Path

Although entrepreneurs had felt anxious after thinking about exit, almost all of them
mentioned a sense of personal responsibility which made them step into this experience. A. M.
says: “It's true that others might be important for me. But this is my way...”

Because of the passion for a new subject or because they saw their identity in something
else or in creating a new business, entrepreneurs had accepted exit as their responsibility. Even if
they did not have much tendency to leave their businesses and even if they knew other people in
their lives are influenced by exit, they felt they had to do it and take its responsibility. Their
“being” depended on that. M. N. explains this experience as follows:

“I mean, this...this is who I am...| have to be like this. It's on me to do what | can
do...Maybe someone else is not like this...It affects my family, too. But it's me who has to do it
and suffer the consequences...”

M. N. considered himself as someone who can and has to overcome such a condition.
Entrepreneurs saw the mental and physical burden of exit on themselves. This view helped them
follow their paths.

For most of the entrepreneurs, taking the responsibility was a crucial part of the path.
Some entrepreneurs argued that they were so cautious in taking consultation from the others
because they believed that the others, no matter how knowledgeable or benevolent they are,
might not understand. This feeling of controlling their own path was valuable to the
entrepreneurs.

Irreversible Decision and Sense of Wonder

For most of the entrepreneurs, the path to the decision making about exit, was a complex
one. In many cases, entrepreneurs misinterpreted the signs. In some other cases, uncertainty
lagged the decision to exit. Despite different complexities of the stories of the entrepreneurs, the
decision to exit had affected them abruptly. They had stopped thinking about the meaning of
change signs. They also had left the concerns and anxieties about their family, work or social
status. Almost all participants described transition from the imagination stage and data collection
to the passion for something else. At this critical point, emotional dependency on the previous
business had reduced and the entrepreneur had entered the exit process automatically. M. S.
explains this process: “Although I was thinking about selling, during reconsideration I didn’t
think I would leave it like that. I didn’t expect it.”

This sense of wonder has roots in the conflict between two views about one’s identity:
Self as the father of the former business and self as a founder. This conflict had caused confusion
and consternation in the entrepreneurs, even for a short time. Some entrepreneurs like M. S. had
postponed the decision to exit because of emotional dependency on their business: “Well, it was
hard...12 years! Not a short time.” Some others, like Q. A. and F. S., found no reason to exit their
business because poultry was their family business and they saw part of their identity and social
status in that business. For them, at least in the beginning, business exit meant the last resort to
which they would cling only if they had to. At first, the meaning of exit for them was not only
leaving the business that they took their self-identity from but also was being stigmatized based
on the prominent social mindset about exit, i.e., failure. Most entrepreneurs changed their
definition of exit and perception of its threats by thinking about it as the time went by. Of course,
in some of the entrepreneurs, the fear did not subside and they were challenged because of the
stigma of exit.
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Engaging in action: Strategies for Facing the Conditions

The stories of entrepreneurs indicate that they used three strategies: Reinforcing the
resources, following familiar solutions and continuing proactively. In reinforcing the resources,
the emphasis is on guaranteeing enough resources. This strategy includes a series of activities to
develop cognitive and physical capabilities so that the entrepreneur overcomes the uncertainty
resulting from the exit. The strategy of “following the familiar solutions” has two dimensions:
The first dimension focuses on doing a task compliant with the identity that one assumes for
himself as well as having an active position in family and society based on this identity. The
second dimension focuses on entering another business which is to some extent familiar to the
entrepreneur. The continuing proactively helps entrepreneurs manage their unpleasant thoughts
and feelings and avoid fear, anxiety and sadness.

Reinforcing the Resources

In the interviews, entrepreneurs described the lack of knowledge and the uncertainty
about the new situation they were about to enter. They pointed out they had incomplete
information about the new business. S. A. points out: “I had no information about the new job. |
even couldn’t pronounce some new technical terms. I’d heard some terms here and there. I had to
learn them first.”

Almost all entrepreneurs had sought to collect new information. The data were collected
for two primary reasons: 1) To provide the information required for quitting the previous
business and entering the new one. 2) To demonstrate their role as a person who has started a
difficult path to a new target. The entrepreneurs also described their limitations and pointed out
that they had tried to reduce uncertainty and improve their skills.

Following up the Familiar Solutions

The entrepreneurs explained that they had tried to reduce changes in their lives and their
associates. In fact, they were trying to continue “the being” they considered valuable, yet create
the least negative effects on their families and associates. Changes had made them unable to
express their identity in the previous business. Therefore, they tried to express their identity in a
new way but they were looking to follow their “normal” lives as far as possible. In this respect,
the entrepreneurs had followed two approaches: Following new opportunities in industries
related to the previous business and following opportunities in familiar industries that they had
worked before. For example, Mr. N. said that after quitting the aviculture, he entered
manufacturing poultry feed industry.

Continuing Proactively

As mentioned above, in most cases the entrepreneurs felt the emotional pressure resulting
from quitting their previous business and facing uncertainty. They had collected lots of
information about the new business and had tried to experience their “normal” lives and what
they had done before. But, most of these were not enough to overcome the fear and sadness. The
strategies for reinforcing the resources and following up the familiar solutions helped them to
alleviate the negative effects of emotions on their working and personal lives. However,
uncertainty, unwanted and unexpected changes still endangered their position.
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Continuing proactively emphasizes the management of this internal crisis and controlling the
emotional discomfort that the entrepreneurs experienced during the process. They used different
approaches such as avoiding their emotions, self-trust and seizing the moment. In adopting these
approaches, associates of the entrepreneurs had both facilitating and prohibiting roles. Figure 1
shows the general entrepreneurial exit process. The exit process starts mostly with the feeling of
inconsistency and dissatisfaction and entrepreneurs notice that something has changed. The
change could be related to the characteristics of work, the imagination of future, conditions of
the industry or the expectations of entrepreneurs from themselves. They had tried to determine
the position of themselves in facing this situation and act accordingly. Self-positioning along
with the changes had made them decide about the exit. To decide on exit, some entrepreneurs
had first thought about other job options with an organized plan. They had used their social
networks and relations to exit. However, the role of these social networks differed in different
entrepreneurs. Some entrepreneurs showed a higher level of inertia in their previous business.
After exiting the previous business and before entering the new one, these entrepreneurs had
tried to achieve a harmony with their new roles. At this stage, most of the entrepreneurs had
experienced fleeting regret because of their exit. In all of the participants, exit had led to the
personal and occupational development, self-confidence and improved skills.
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CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION

The present research has studied the entrepreneurial exit process at the individual level of
analysis. The findings show that the exit process starts when the entrepreneur notices some
changes whether in the business environment or in their expectation and level of satisfaction with
the situation. The changes gradually lead them to redefine their position and decide to exit
despite all the barriers. Entrepreneurs use different strategies to overcome the challenges in the
process and they believe that the exit has been a development path for them.

The research findings are consistent with the results and propositions of previous
research. For example, Wennberg (2011) proposed that exit starts as a result of a performance
below the threshold level. The threshold results from the entrepreneur’s perception of the
economic or mental value originating from the entrepreneurship. This is in line with the findings
of present research.

Furthermore, Burgleman (1994) studied the process of business exit in Intel. His study is
different from this study as he studies the exit at the firm level. He suggests that when the basis
of competition in the industry is different from the firm’s competencies, the firm has to exit in
order to survive. The results of the present study show that some entrepreneurs exit because of
dissatisfaction with the current and future of the industry conditions. Therefore, the research
findings confirm Burgleman’s proposition but proposes a more general picture of the exit in a
way that not all the exits result from forces of the environment. Entrepreneurs may exit because
of visualization about the future and considering different roles for themselves. Burgleman
(1994) also proposes that firms with top managers who have s strong capacity of strategic
thinking are more likely to take a strategic exit. This proposition is in line with present findings
that visualization and foresight play an important role in the exit decision making.

Also, Con Foo (2010) by using case studies and analysing the data at the firm level of
analysis found that the decision to exit is not a single step decision but includes decision-making,
planning and execution phases. The complex process of decision-making which is the result of
this research is similar to his findings. The difference between Con Foo’s research and the
present study is that he used a research framework based on the Joyce and Woods’ conceptual
framework for growth and change in SMEs (2003) and his analysis is mostly at the firm level.
The present study did not use any predefined framework and analysed exit at the individual level.

Moreover, Breitenecker and Parastuty (2015) found that two categories of corporate
factors and personal factors affect the exit. At the firm level, they suggest that the high
competition with other firms and low demand lead the firms to exit. At the individual level of
analysis, the main drivers of exit are better employment or business opportunities. The findings
of the current research are in line with their findings and not only show the effective factors, but
also reveal the whole exit process using the data extracted from the interviews.

The main contribution of this study is that it gives an understanding of the process and
mechanisms underlying the voluntary exit. In response to the call for a better understanding of
the exit process (DeTienne & Wennberg, 2016; Wennberg, 2011), especially voluntary exit from
successful firms (DeTienne & Wennberg, 2016). The present study brings the behavioural and
cognitive aspects of individuals to the foreground in understanding the dynamics of exit.

This research contributes to the entrepreneurial exit literature by focusing on the process
of the exit undertaken by individual entrepreneurs and describing what occurs in this process. In
particular, the results of present study show that entrepreneurs vary in the drivers that motivate
them to exit. Some of the drivers are mental and future-oriented. This suggests that the nature of
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exit decisions is subjective and economic analysis is not enough to understand the exit especially
the voluntary exit.

The findings (e.g. drivers at the start of the exit process) offer some implications both for
entrepreneurs and policymakers. Understanding the drivers and mechanisms of the exit in the
context of poultry industry in Iran, helps the entrepreneurs to better understand the process and
view exit as a strategy to prevent unproductive usage of resources and reduce the chance of
failure and failure costs (Ucbasaran et al., 2013; Burgelman, 1996; Decker & Mellewigt, 2007).

Also, understanding the reasons and drivers of the exit in a specific industry and country
helps the policy makers to better support the young ventures and prevent the mandatory exits
which waste money and resources.

Although this research provides a new insight into the complex phenomenon of
entrepreneurial exit, it is not without limitations. Since the data were collected through
interviews, participants had to recall the events and recount their exit experience. Errors resulted
from retrospection are among the well-known limitations in data collection (Golden, 1997). To
reduce the errors, researchers tried to remove from the sample those entrepreneurs who had
exited their businesses long time ago. Furthermore, the data of the present research have been
gathered in a single slot of time. Therefore, the data may only express the feelings and
perceptions of the entrepreneurs in that slot of time and not the whole process of entrepreneurs’
development and their transient states. Future research could take a longitudinal approach to
provide a better understanding of the exit process with an evolutionary perspective.
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