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ABSTRACT:
This article describes the determining factors of
entrepreneurial intention in Colombia university
students from GUESSS study data. The determinants of
entrepreneurial intention are studied from the theory of
planned behavior (TPB) through the variables of
perceived desirability, perceived behavioral control and
perceived social norms. Thus, the main personal
motivations to be an entrepreneur, the strength of
entrepreneurial intention, as well as the influence of
family, and social context of university students are
identified. 
Keywords Entrepreneurship, Theory of Planned
Behavior, University students, GUESSS, Emerging
Economies.

RESUMEN:
Este artículo analiza los determinantes de la intención
emprendedora en estudiantes universitarios de
Colombia a partir de los datos del estudio GUESSS. Los
determinantes de la intención emprendedora se
analizan desde la teoría del comportamiento planificado
(TPB) a través de las variables de la deseabilidad
percibida, el control del comportamiento percibido y las
normas sociales percibidas. De esta forma, se
identifican las principales motivaciones personales para
ser emprendedor, la fuerza de la intención
emprendedora, así como la influencia del contexto
familiar y social en estudiantes universitarios 
Palabras clave Emprendimiento, Teoría del
Comportamiento Planeado, Estudiantes universitarios,
GUESSS, Economías Emergentes.

1. Introduction
Recently, an important amount of scholar studies has highlighted the importance of promoting
entrepreneurship to stimulate economic development (Krueger, Reilly and Carsrud 2000;
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Wennekers, Van, Thurik and Reynolds, 2005; Shane 2009) and employment generation
(Audretsch, 2002, Liñan and Rueda-Cantuche, 2011). Since entrepreneurship education has
been considered one of the key instruments to increase the entrepreneurial attitudes of both
potential and nascent entrepreneurs (Mitra, 2008; Potter, 2008), it is worth to determine the
factors influencing entrepreneurial intention for the university students in order to promote
them. As such, there is a need to examine antecedents for entrepreneurial intentions in more
detail (Liñán and Chen 2009) and understand what makes students start their own firm
(Markman, Balkin and Baron 2002; Zhao, Hills and Seibert, 2005).
One of the most distinguishing frameworks analyzing this phenomenon has been the theory of
planned behavior (TPB) proposed by Ajzen (2002). This theoretical framework has particularly
been helpful to analyze entrepreneurial intention and activity of students in several and
relevant studies (Zellweger, Sieger and Halter, 2011; Bernhofer and Li, 2014; Bergmann, Hundt
and Sternberg, 2016). However, few scholars have analyzed the determinants of university
students’ entrepreneurial intentions in emerging economies (Lima, Lopes, Nassif, and Da Silva,
2015; Sieger and Monsen, 2015, Cano, Tabares and Alvarez, 2017) and much less using a
wider set of career choices with varying degrees of entrepreneurial contents.
Thus, the study intends to fill this gap by describing the determining factors of university
students’ entrepreneurial intention from the theory of planned behavior. This entrepreneurial
intention is studied by two variables: one internal captured by the perceived desirability and the
perceived behavioral control; one external captured by the perceived social norm.
Consequently, we conduct an analysis of data generated in the Global University
Entrepreneurial Spirit Students’ Survey (GUESSS), which considers a country sample of 801
students from 22 different universities in Colombia. The main results of this research suggest
that the variables of internal determinants captured by the perceived desirability and the
perceived behavior control as well as external factors captured by the perceived social norm
affect the entrepreneurial intention and the activity of university students. Furthermore, the
article provides comprehensive evidence about entrepreneurial intention factors in Colombia
and thus it fills an important gap in the entrepreneurship literature by adding up insights from
emerging economies to the debate. Then, the study advances the literature by providing new
information on university students' entrepreneurial intention in Colombia. In addition, the paper
offers practical implications for economic policy and for the public country representatives as
well as the scientific community.
The article is structured as follows. After this brief introduction, in the second section, we
introduce the theoretical framework of the theory of planned behavior and students’
entrepreneurial intention. The third section presents the details of the research methodology.
The fourth section discusses the empirical results of the study. Finally, the study points out the
most relevant conclusions and future lines of research.

2. Determinants of Career Choice Intention
Entrepreneurship or entrepreneurial behavior could be defined as the discovery, evaluation, and
exploitation of an opportunity (Shane and Venkataraman 2000). However, this entrepreneurial
behavior cannot be easily determined, since it is a phenomenon hard to observe and involves
unpredictable time lags (Krueger and Brazeal, 1994). Thus, the theory of planned behavior
proposed by Ajzen (1991) has emerged as a critical theoretical framework that explains the
intentions are the most effective predictor of actual behavior and become a fundamental factor
for explaining behavior not only in employment but also in academic intentions (Sieger and
Modsen, 2015).
According to Ajzen (2002), human behavior is guided by behavioral, control and normative
beliefs or perceptions. These three motivational factors that influence behavior could be
classified into external and internal dimensions. As shown in Figure 1, the external dimension
accounts for the perceived social norms, while internal dimension accounts for the perceived
desirability and the perceived behavioral control.



Figure 1. Determinants of entrepreneurial intention and TPB

Source: Authors

With regard to the external construct, the perceived social norms take into consideration the
perceived social and cultural pressure to carry out—or not to carry out—that entrepreneurial
behavior. In other words, it refers to beliefs about normative expectations of reference groups
such as parents, classmates, and friends. With regard to the internal construct, the perceived
desirability is captured by the attitude towards the behavior, which reflects the degree to which
the individual holds a positive or negative personal valuation about being an entrepreneur
(Armitage and Conner, 2001). In turn, the perceived behavioral control is defined as the
perception of the easiness or difficulty, called self-efficacy, and the control in the fulfilment of
the behavior of interest, also called perceived controllability (Ajzen, 2002, Chen, Greene and
Crick 1998; Mueller and Thomas 2001; Shapero and Sokol, 1982). Thus, and by comparing
Shapero and Sokol’s variables (1982) with Ajzen’s ones (1991), it can be seen that the
perceived social norms correspond quite well with the outer dimension and the perceived
desirability as well as the perceived behavioral control correspond to the inner dimension of
individuals. Hence, the determinants of university students’ entrepreneurial intentions can be
studied on one side through a university, family and socio-cultural context. On the other side,
these intentions can be studied through personal motivations, perceptions of self-efficacy and
controllability.
As such, prior research has found that in terms of university, family and socio-cultural context,
the literature suggests that the more positive subjective norms toward an entrepreneurial
career are, the greater the likelihood that an individual will choose a specific career intention,
whether be an employee, founder or successor (Schlaegel and Koenig 2014; Sieger and
Modsen, 2015). In this line, Lima (2014) gives evidence that the university context, the design,
content, and effects of entrepreneurship education represent a significant stream of research as
well.
Similarly, other academic research studies have found confirmation on how the business
experience of parents can influence on the intention to become entrepreneurs (Laspita,
Breugst, Heblich and Patzelt, 2012). Respectively, both Ajzen (2002), Sieger and Monsen
(2015) agree that the decision of entrepreneurs is also deeply rooted in the social life and
cultural context in which individuals live. Therefore, social and cultural factors have an
important effect on the formation of entrepreneurial intentions and they are addressed under
the concept of perceived social norms or "subjective norms" in the theory of planned behavior
(Azjen, 1991).
Respecting to the personal motivations, the more positive an individual’s attitude toward
entrepreneurship, the greater the likelihood that he or she will choose (Schlaegel and Koenig



2014: Sieger and Modsen, 2015). Similarly, in terms of self-efficacy and controllability, scholars
state that individuals, who are very confident of their entrepreneurial skills and capabilities and
feel a certain degree of control, will be more likely to form entrepreneurial intentions (McGee,
Peterson, Mueller and Sequeira, 2009; Mueller and Thomas 2001; Shapero and Sokol 1982;
Sieger and Modsen 2015; Zhao, Hills and Seibert 2005).

3. Methodology
The study follows a descriptive analysis on the determining factors of university students'
entrepreneurial intentions from data generated in the Global University Entrepreneurial Spirit
Students’ Survey (GUESSS), an international research project that adopts and tests the Theory
of Plan Behavior Model. At GUESSS Colombia, a team of faculty members applied an online
survey instrument in English provided by the UGC-HSG Institute of the University of St. Gallen
(Switzerland). The questionnaire contains 16 sets of multiple-choice questions employing scales
of five and seven points and it examines different aspects such as basic student information,
education level, career choice intentions (founder successor, employee, and reasons for career
choice, among others). Under the leadership of Universidad de Medellin, the survey is
conducted in six universities, providing a final sample size of 801 students.
In order to achieve validity and reliability, the survey examines all the motivational determinant
factors that influence behavior in terms of two internal dimension aspects such as perceived
desirability and perceived behavioral control captured by personal motivations, perceptions of
self-efficacy and controllability and one external dimension aspect such as the perceived social
norms captured by the fellow students, parents and friends’ expectations.
In order to identify the inner dimension in terms of personal motivation, the strength of the
students’ entrepreneurial intention is considered and then some comparisons with the results of
global GUESSS conducted by Sieger, Fueglistaller, and Zellweger (2014) are made. On this
point, it is conducted a deeper analysis by comparing the entrepreneurial intention with the
help of two variables such as the fields of study and the gender. Regarding the inner dimension
of perceived self-efficacy and controllability, it is studied the perception of risk when creating an
own business and later it is made some comparisons with the international report. With the aim
of identifying the social norm outer dimension, the university, family, and socio-cultural
contexts are examined and then a contrastive analysis with the 2013-2014 global GUESSS
report is done.

4. Results and Discussion

4.1. Internal Dimension
Since this dimension offers several and critical insights, the personal motivations, perceptions
of self-efficacy and controllability are characterized.

4.1.1 Personal Motivations, Perceptions of Self-efficacy and Controllability
Concerning the perceived desirability, which reflects the degree to which the individual holds a
positive or negative personal valuation about being an entrepreneur (Ajzen, 2002), and the
perceived behavioral control, which reflects the confidence and the control in the fulfilment of
the entrepreneurial intention, Figure 2 shows and assesses 10 personal motivations and
perceptions of self-efficacy and controllability to be an entrepreneur on a scale from 1 to 7 (1 =
not important, 7 = very important).

Figure 2. Personal motivations and perceptions of self-efficacy and controllability to be an entrepreneur



The study suggests that the most influencing personal motivation in the intention of being an
entrepreneur is "to make your dream true", while the most influencing perceived self-efficacy
factor is "to take advantage of your creative needs" and "to create something”. Respecting to
the perceived controllability the highest factor is "to have the power to make decisions" (a
concept of autonomy and independence). In this regard, other two items, considered as
important controllability factors indicate that students are encouraged by having control and
authority being their own boss. The motivations with the lowest valuation are two: "to have an
exciting job" and "to have a challenging job".
By comparing the current study analysis with the international report GUESSS 2013-2014
(Sieger et al., 2014), it is evident that making one’s dream true is the most important
motivation, not only in Colombia but also in countries such as Mexico, Romania, Brazil,
Argentina, and Slovenia. Contrary to this trend, countries such as France, Japan and Germany
show low scores to this motivation. Thus, it seems that the motivation to make a dream true
through entrepreneurship is related to developing economies, and it is less valued in developed
economies.
Since the results of the study show that the force of entrepreneurial intention in Colombia is
higher compared to the world average, it is necessary to make a deeper analysis of this issue
with the help of two variables such as the fields of study and the gender.

4.1.1 The strength of entrepreneurial intention through two
variables
The strength of entrepreneurial intention is measured by six (6) indicators, which are rated by
students on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). These indicators
correspond to the students’ intention, decision and determination to create and manage their
own business. Thus, Figure 3 identifies that university students in Colombia (COL) have a
strong entrepreneurial intention, with a value of 1.5 above the international report (INT), a
study made by Sieger, Fueglistaller, and Zellweger (2014).



Figure 3. Strength of entrepreneurial intention – Colombia vs International

According to these data of the GUESSS project international report (2013 /2014), Colombia is
the second country with greater strength of entrepreneurial intention after Mexico, with a
similar average to several developing economies such as Argentina, Malaysia, and Russia
(Sieger, Fueglistaller and Zellweger, 2014). An opposite pattern is given in developed economies
such as France, Netherlands, Austria, Switzerland, Germany, and Japan, which are below the
world´s average with a value of 3,7. These data suggest that the strength of the
entrepreneurial intention of students is inversely proportional to the development of their
countries.
Figure 4 details the results of the strength of entrepreneurial intention by fields of study,
indicating an average value of 5,3 in administrative sciences students, slightly above the
students average in the natural sciences (5,1). Unlike this trend, students from social sciences
have an average of 4,2, even though it seems lower than the first two other fields in Colombia,
it is higher than the international value which is 3,7.

Figure 4. Strength of entrepreneurial intention by fields of study

As shown in Figure 5, the strength of entrepreneurial intention force by gender points out that
there are no significant differences in the strength of entrepreneurial intention among men and
women.

Figure 5. Strength of entrepreneurial intention by gender



Therefore, the results of the strength of entrepreneurial intention in Colombia is consistent with
the career intention to be a founder. Regarding this, the national average is above the world’s
average and there is no significant difference by gender. The study fields both administrative
and natural sciences show remarkable averages in this topic.

4.1.3 The perception of risk for university students
With the aim to understanding better the other two inner dimension of perceived self-efficacy
and controllability, it is also considered the perception of risk when creating an own business. In
order to assess them, students are asked to indicate their agreement or disagreement (1 =
strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree) about considering risky to start a business, managing
their own business and being the owner of a business. As shown in Figure 6, the perception of
risk for university students in Colombia is 0.9 points below the world’s average, which means
that Colombian students are less afraid to make the decision to be an entrepreneur. According
to the results, the study suggests that local institutions should focus more on tasks to reduce
the perception of risk of starting a business.

Figure 6. Risk perception – Colombia vs International

Similarly, in the international report (Sieger et al., 2014), it is found that developed economies
such as Japan, United States, Denmark, and Germany perceive the fact to be an entrepreneur
as a high risk with values above 5,0, meanwhile in Latin American countries such as Argentina,
Colombia, Mexico and Brazil the perception shows the lowest risk levels.

4.2 External Dimension
Since this dimension offers several and critical insights, the university, the family, and the
socio-cultural contexts are considered independently.

4.2.1 University Context
Regarding the university context of the students, it is clear from Figure 7 that only 7% of
students are studying in a program dedicated specifically to entrepreneurship, while 46% of
respondents say they have attended a course on entrepreneurship. Moreover, about one in five
students have attended at least one course in entrepreneurship as a compulsory part of the
studies, while two out of five students have attended an elective course in entrepreneurship. In
this point, it is necessary to clarify that the sum of values on Figure 7 does not reach 100%
because students can choose one or more answers.

Figure 7. University context



Similarly, Figure 8 presents the percentage of total study time that students devote in their
entrepreneurship courses. As such, 44% of students have devoted 10% or less of their study
time to entrepreneurship courses. If the first two percentages are added up (students who have
devoted up to 20% of their time to entrepreneurship courses), it is concluded that a high
percentage of students (65%) has not had a recurring or important training in
entrepreneurship.

Figure 8. Percentage of time devoted to entrepreneurship courses

Given the results of this study in Colombia and with reference to some of the conclusions of
Lima Lopes, Nassif and Silva (2011), universities should offer more courses and mentoring
programs for entrepreneurs, workshops and collaborative work with experienced entrepreneurs
and potential investors, and also provide financing for business creation.
Otherwise, with the aim of measuring the effectiveness of education in entrepreneurship in
Colombian universities, Figure 9 shows the contribution that courses and training in
entrepreneurship have generated in university students. This contribution is related to
attitudes, values, and motivations of entrepreneurs, skills and actions to start a business,
developing networks and identifying opportunities.

Figure 9. Assessment of entrepreneurial learning process in universities



The average value obtained reveals a slightly positive assessment of entrepreneurship learning
in the country's universities. If these values are compared to the international exhibition there
is evidence once again that Colombia is characterized by a better perception about
entrepreneurship, specifically in the university context. According to Sieger et al. (2014), these
results require more research on how the university context enables the creation of enterprises
that in turn could generate significant impacts on social and economic aspects.
To delve into this results, Figure 10 shows the entrepreneurial environment provided in different
universities in Colombia. It is measured on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly
agree) as to whether the college environment inspires to develop ideas for new businesses,
helps to become entrepreneurial and motivates to engage in entrepreneurial activities (Luethje
and Franke, 2004).

Figure 10. University environment – Colombia vs International

The results show a slightly positive assessment of the entrepreneurial environment in
Colombian universities, which even is 0.5 points above the world’s average. Therefore,
Colombia owns a better perception of an entrepreneurial environment at universities regarding
the international sample. This fact is reflected in a stronger entrepreneurial intention and a
higher motivation for attending entrepreneurship elective courses, as noted respectively in
Figure 3 and Figure 7.

4.2.2 Family context
Figure 11 provides a perspective of the family context surrounding university students that
could influence their career intentions, showing the percentage of students with self-employed
parents.

Figure 11. University students and self-employed parents



About half of the students surveyed (51%) indicates that at least one of their parents is self-
employed and has their own business, noting that there are more male self-employed parents
than female self-employed parents. These results highlight a significant percentage of students
with an entrepreneurial family environment, which can be very conducive to potentiate the
entrepreneurship. For a better understanding, Figure 12 shows a comparison between the
career intentions in a long-term of students who have entrepreneurial parents and students
whose parents are not entrepreneurs.

Figure 12. Self-employed Vs not self-employed parents and career intentions

The intention to create a business in both cases is almost identical because self-employed-
parents’ students’ intention to be founders represents only one percentage point above those
not-self-employed parents’ students. Regarding the intention of being a successor, the situation
is similar, so the study suggests that self-employed parents do not necessarily influence the
students’ decision to be founders or successors of their parents’ business. These results differ
from the international report, which notes a difference of 11% in favor of students who want to
create a business even having self-employed parents (Sieger, Fueglistaller and Zellweger,
2014).

4.2.3 Socio-cultural context
Regarding the social and cultural context, the study explores how close relatives, classmates,
and friends would react if university students follow a career as an entrepreneur. The responses
are determined from 1 (very negative) and 7 (very positive). This scale allows obtaining the
results of Figure 13.

Figure 13. Social norms – Colombia vs International

The perception of how social groups react regarding the choice of career as an entrepreneur in
Colombia has a relatively high rating (5,9) and a median of 6,3. Particularly, immediate family
is the predominant social norm for entrepreneurial students in Colombia, followed by friends
and their classmates, reflecting the importance of the opinion of closest people about
entrepreneurship. The results in Colombia exceeds the world’s average, being ranked worldwide
on the third place after Mexico and Brazil (Sieger et al., 2014): this latter fact reflects that



social norms in Colombia are positive to entrepreneurship. Otherwise, in industrialized countries
or developed economies such as Netherlands, Australia, Denmark, Germany and Japan, the
values of social norms about entrepreneurship are below the world´s average and it confirms
once again that the entrepreneurial intention of students is inversely proportional to the
development of their countries.

5. Conclusions
The research identifies that the personal motivations that influence the choice of being an
entrepreneur in Colombia are related to make a dream true, have the power to make decisions,
take advantage of their creative needs, and create something. This means that
entrepreneurship represents a lifestyle and gives them independence in terms of decision-
making, and grants them to exploit their talents and skills as to create new products and
services. Likewise, in Colombia, the strength of entrepreneurial intention in university students
is considered of great magnitude and it outperforms the global average. Moreover, this
entrepreneurial intention stands out values for the fields of study in administrative sciences and
natural sciences and it shows similar values between men and women.
Regarding the university context, the study states that Colombian students have training
options in entrepreneurship, either through elective or compulsory courses in their curriculum.
However, the students say that they usually spend a low percentage of the total study time. It
is also found that entrepreneurship education and entrepreneurial environment offered by
universities in Colombia has a greater impact than the world’s average. Therefore, the study
suggests that the country needs to improve the effectiveness of the entrepreneurship education
and generate projects that provide significant impacts on the social and economic level.
On the other hand, the family environment is not decisive for the intentions of being an
entrepreneur. Similar behavior is evident in the intention to be a successor, despite the fact that
more than half of students have one or both self-employed parents. These results encourage
more scholar research on reasons why there are no changes in career intention for these
students. Comparing the current study with the international report GUESSS 2013/2014,
Colombian students have a lower risk perception about being an entrepreneur, and the social
groups surrounding students support the idea that a student can become an entrepreneur.
 The GUESSS Colombia 2013/2014 study confirms the trend that the strength of the
entrepreneurial intention of students is inversely proportional to the development of their
countries. In addition to this, it states that the perception of social groups to the decision to be
an entrepreneur is more positive in developing economies than in developed economies, while
the risk perception of being an entrepreneur increases in developed economies and decreases
in developing economies.
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