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Summary 

Entrepreneurship courses given at 10 Scandinavian universities are categorized based on their 

embedded educational perspective. Our research question is - How well is the education positioned to 

foster creators of sustainable businesses? 

 

Two educational perspectives are identified: “idea looking for business” and “business looking for 

ideas”. The first is build around commercializing and finding a market for an individual’s own idea or 

invention. The second focus on capitalizing on predicted market opportunities by exploiting any idea. 

The results reveal that entrepreneurs more often utilize the approach “business looking for ideas”, 

while courses given predominantly hold the perspective of “idea looking for business”.  

 

These conclusions indicate that entrepreneurial education needs to be clearer on perspectives used 

concerning models for successful entrepreneurship. Recognizing and communicating the approaches 

will further help refining the educational content, as well as establishing a basis for a better 

description of targeted students and the expected outcome. 
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Introduction 

The importance of entrepreneurship to economic development and job creation has long been 

recognized. Policy makers strive to encourage entrepreneurship and provide favorable 

condition, where entrepreneurship education is seen as one important component (European 

Commission, 2006). The positive correlation between entrepreneurial activity and economic 

growth is supported by empirical research (Van Praag and Versloot, 2007). The view that 

entrepreneurship can be taught has however been heavily debated for many years and 

empirical support is given for opposite views (Henry et al. 2005a, Henry et al. 2005b, 

Pittaway and Cope, 2007, Osterbeek et al., 2010). Even with a sometimes reported consensus 

regarding teachability in general, there are still different views on what elements that can 

actually be taught. Even the area as such is a rather fragmented field of study lacking clear 

definitions further making the debate even more difficult due to the lack a common 

terminology (Mwasalwiba, 2010). 

 

Entrepreneurship education has over the last decades developed from education about 

entrepreneurship to education for entrepreneurship and from a linear planning to hands-on 

approaches. The evolution of the pedagogical focus has taken the following steps: 

description; prediction; decision; and most recently action (Neck and Green, 2011). 

Entrepreneurial education is developing fast, but must still be regarded as a rather young, 

immature and developing discipline.  

 

A lot of research has been devoted to the personality and profile of the entrepreneur 

(Brockhaus and Horowitz, 1986; Miner, 1996; Mount 2010) but this work and its findings is 

not commonly used selecting students for entrepreneurship education, as usually anyone with 

the formal prerequisite may take a course. Directly communicating the profile or a typical 

entrepreneur may give little guidance to students evaluating potential courses to take and may 

risk discourage them, believing they can’t become successful entrepreneurs as they may not 

fully comply with the entrepreneur stereotype.  

 

This study is investigating the different models for successful entrepreneurship embedded 

within entrepreneurship courses. Is it the idea that is in focus – and then finding a business 

opportunity for it? Or is it the business opportunity that is in focus – finding an idea to fit a 

set of predefined criteria? We know anecdotally that the best idea does not always become a 

good business, which underlines the practical need for raising these research questions. Our 
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research question is - How well is the education positioned to foster creators of sustainable 

businesses? To be able to answer this question the educational perspectives are correlated to 

the actual methodologies applied by successful entrepreneurs. 

 

Methodology 

There has been a strong growth in entrepreneurship education in Scandinavia. In Sweden the 

number of entrepreneurship programs during the 1990s increase substantially. Out of 70 

academic entrepreneurship education programs offered in 1996, only 18 were established 

before 1990 (Johannisson et al., 1998). Scandinavia is also ranked very high regarding 

innovation (Global Innovation and Development Index 2011, Zoltan and Szerb, 2011) as well 

as entrepreneurship (The Global Entrepreneurship and Development Index 2012) placing all 

Scandinavian countries among the top 20 countries in the world, and Sweden and Denmark 

among the top 10. Scandinavia is clearly a dynamic region both regarding entrepreneurial 

education as well as business conditions and has been chosen as territory for this study. 

Entrepreneurship courses given at 10 Scandinavian universities have been investigated. The 

top 10 Scandinavian universities according the Times Higher Education World University 

Rankings 2011-2012 (TSL Education, 2012) are investigated in this study (world ranking 

according to THE World University Rankings 2011-2012 within brackets): 

 

 Aarhus University, Aarhus, Denmark (125) 

 University of Copenhagen, Copenhagen, Denmark (135) 

 Technical University of Denmark, Copenhagen, Denmark (178) 

 University of Oslo, Oslo, Norway (181) 

 University of Bergen, Bergen, Norway (191) 

 Karolinska Insititutet, Stockholm, Sweden (32) 

 Lund University, Lund, Sweden (80) 

 Uppsala University, Uppsala, Sweden (87) 

 Stockholm University, Stockholm, Sweden (131) 

 KTH Royal Institute of Technology, Stockholm, Sweden (187) 

 

In total these universities have about 300 thousand students, an academic staff of more than 

25 thousand, and give more than 10 thousand courses, annually. Out of the ten universities 3 

are Danish, 2 are Norwegian and 5 are Swedish.  
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The digital web based course catalogue of each one of the universities has been studied in 

search for courses within the field of entrepreneurship. All courses with the word 

“entrepreneurship”, “entrepreneur” or “entrepreneurial”, in English or in the local language, 

in the course title have been selected as a sample to represent the entrepreneurial education 

given at the selected 10 universities. There are many more courses given that clearly are 

within the investigated educational area that could have been included.  As the purpose is not 

to map all courses but rather to look at those that are clearly labeled to cover 

entrepreneurship, the chosen criteria to be included in the sample are regarded as appropriate. 

Course syllabuses presented at each individual university web site have been used for the 

analysis of the courses. Courses meeting the criteria are categorized in courses for 

entrepreneurship and about entrepreneurship. For entrepreneurship denotes courses with the 

main ambition to teach the necessary skills to master entrepreneurship, while courses about 

entrepreneurship mainly teach what entrepreneurship is, targeting economists, researchers 

and policy markets. The category for entrepreneurship is further divided into two 

subcategories. The first subcategory is courses for entrepreneurship taking a holistic view on 

business creation, while the second practices individual skills, such as accounting, 

communication, financing etc. The analysis focus on courses for entrepreneurship with a 

holistic view on business creation, while courses teaching individual skills and about 

entrepreneurship are not further investigated as they are of limited interest to this study. 

 

 

Figure 1 

Course Categorization Model 

 

Courses with the word 
entrepreneurship in the title (59)

Forentrepreneurship (45) Aboutentrepreneurship (14)

Business creation (34) Individual skills (11)
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The different models and approaches to reach business success in courses for 

entrepreneurship with a holistic view on business creation are extracted through analysis of 

the course syllabuses. The courses are categorized in two dimensions.  

 

The first dimension is regarding their business development starting point. Here we 

distinguish between ideas looking for business and business looking for ideas. The idea 

looking for business perspective starts from a product or business idea usually based on quite 

limited market knowledge and aims to find a market for the product and create a sustainable 

business. The business looking for ideas perspective starts from a much more thorough 

analysis of the market, its dynamics and unmet or potentially unmet needs, defining market 

opportunities and business potential. The aim is then to capitalize on the identified market 

opportunities, and find any matching ideas to capture the business. Idea looking for business 

could be described as product push, while business looking for ideas is much more about 

business opportunity realization.  

 

The second dimension is based on their degree of experimental approach, as opposed to a 

linear planning approach. Classical business planning is here regarded as a linear and pre 

defined process following a sequential path with quite limited number of iterative loops. 

 

The results of the analysis of the for entrepreneurship business creation courses within the 

sample are compared with how entrepreneurs within the Information and Communication 

Technology, ICT, area claim they have been working when starting what has later been 

shown to become sustainable businesses. The ICT area was chosen as Scandinavian is well 

recognized and ranked as one of the best areas in the world. The Networked Readiness Index 

2012 (Dutta and Bilbao, 2012), ranks Sweden as number 1, Denmark 4 and Norway 7. 10 

Scandinavian entrepreneurs partly or solely active within the ICT area have been interviewed. 

Each semi-structured interview lasted between 1 and 2 hours. The interviews have all been 

conducted during February to April 2012 and have all been performed by one and the same 

researcher.  Persons to interview were selected to cover as much as possible of the ICT area 

(hardware, software, and services), being of different age, as well as both innovators, 

entrepreneurs, serial entrepreneurs. Interviewed individuals have in total started more than 40 

successful businesses of which the majority is within the ICT area.  
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Results  

Table 1 shows the distribution of the entrepreneurial courses analyzed. In total 59 courses 

were found matching the criteria in the 10 Scandinavian universities studied. 

 

Table 1 

Distribution of Sampled Entrepreneurial Courses 

 Students Sampled entrepreneurship courses 

  For For About  

 Full time Bus. Creation Ind. skills  ECTS*  

Aarhus University 29 000 7 0 1 80 

University of Copenhagen 33 000 3 0 0 37,5 

Technical University of Denmark   6 000 3 0 0 15 

University of Oslo 27 000 2 1 2 45 

University of Bergen 14 000 0 0 1 10 

Karolinska Insititutet   6 000 0 1 0 30 

Lund University 29 000 5 0 2 105 

Uppsala University 23 000 4 0 0 30 

Stockholm University 32 000 1 0 1 15 

Royal Institute of Technology 14 000 9 9 7 220 

* European Credit Transfer System, 60 units corresponds to one full year of studies. Sum of courses sampled. 

 

As shown in Table 1 the number of courses varies significantly between the different 

universities. The variations are even more pronounced taking into account the number of full 

time student. These differences may not be significant as these courses are a fraction of all 

entrepreneurship courses given. Only courses with the word Entrepreneurship in the title are 

included, but even taking this demarcation into account, the differences are surprisingly large. 

The average of ECTS (European Credit Transfer System) credits is about 10 corresponding to 

on sixth of a full year, but varies between 2,5 to 30 credits. The ratio between courses for to 

about entrepreneurship is 45 to 14, indicating a strong desire to foster new entrepreneur 

rather than just teaching about the phenomenon as such. Of the 45 courses for 

entrepreneurship 34 are covering the complete business creation, while 11 are teaching 

specific skills.  

 

In Table 2 the results of the analysis of the 34 for entrepreneurship business creation courses 

are shown. This analysis is based on the material available on the university web sites. 

Regarding the business development starting point many courses clearly fall into the idea 

looking for business category as they start with business idea generation based on the students 
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own experience and education. First later in the process, after the idea has been selected, a 

proper market assessment is made. Some courses have been more difficult to judge, in some 

cases the emphasis on early opportunity and market assessment and emphasis on creativity 

has been taken as strong indicators for the categorization, where the first indicate a business 

looking for ideas approach and the latter the opposite. The other dimension, linear vs. 

experimental, is also in most cases quite clearly exposed in the description of the teaching 

methods. In a few cases this has however not been possible to extract from the course 

syllabus. 
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Table 2  

Sampled Courses for Entrepreneurship – Perspective and Methodology 

  Perspective Methodology Department 

AU1 Bus., Innov., Tech. and Entrepreneurship   Idea looking for bus. -* Engineering 

AU2 Entrepreneurship in the Experience Economy Bus. looking for idea Linear Econo. and Bus. 

AU3 Science-based Innov. and Entrepreneurship Idea looking for bus. Linear Nanoscience 

AU4 Ent. and Innov. in a Social Media Setting  Idea looking for bus. Linear Aesthetics and Com. 

AU5 Innovation and Entrepreneurship  Idea looking for bus. Linear Aesthetics and Com. 

AU6 Entrepreneurship  Idea looking for bus. Experimental Culture and Society 

AU7 Entrepreneurship, Concept and Bus. Dev. Idea looking for bus. Linear Aesthetics and Com. 

UC1 Knowledge-based Entrepreneurship Idea looking for bus. Linear Computer Science 

UC2 Mod. I: The Humanities and Entrepreneurship Idea looking for bus. -* Humanities 

UC3 Mod II: The Humanities and Entrepreneurship Idea looking for bus. -* Humanities 

TU1 Knowledge Based Entrepreneurship (Ph.D.) Idea looking for bus. Linear Management Eng. 

TU2 Entrepreneurship in Technical Science  Idea looking for bus. Linear Photonics Eng. 

TU3 Knowledge Based Entrepreneurship Idea looking for bus. Linear Management Eng. 

UO1 Entrepreneurship Idea looking for bus. Linear Centre for Ent. 

UO2 Social Entrepreneurship in Practice Idea looking for bus. Experimental Centre for Ent. 

LU1 Entrepreneurship in Biotechnology Idea looking for bus. Linear Biotechnology 

LU2 Entrepreneurship and Project Management Idea looking for bus. Linear Business Admin. 

LU3 Business Development and Entrepreneurship Idea looking for bus. Linear Business Admin. 

LU4 Entrepreneurial Project Idea looking for bus. Linear Business Admin. 

LU5 Project Mgmt and Ent. for Humanists Idea looking for bus. Linear Philosophy 

UU1 Entrepreneurship Idea looking for bus. Linear Business Studies 

UU2 Entrepreneurship, Basic Course A Idea looking for bus. Linear Business Studies 

UU3 Innovation Magmt, Entrepreneurship and IPR Idea looking for bus. Linear Engineering Sciences 

UU4 Technology Based Entrepreneurship Idea looking for bus. Linear Engineering Sciences 

SU1 Innov. Mgmt & Academic Ent. in Sci. & Tech. Idea looking for bus. Linear Materials, Env. Chem. 

RI1 Bioentrepreneurship  Idea looking for bus. Linear Ind. Econ. and Mgmt 

RI2 Entrepreneurship Idea looking for bus. Linear Ind. Econ. and Mgmt 

RI3 Entrepreneurship in Developing Countries Idea looking for bus. Linear Ind. Econ. and Mgmt 

RI4 Entrepreneurship for Engineers Idea looking for bus. Linear Ind. Econ. and Mgmt 

RI5 Entrepreneurship for Engineering Physicists Idea looking for bus. Linear Physics 

RI6 Entrepreneurship with Focus on the Life Sci. Idea looking for bus. Linear Ind. Econ. and Mgmt 

RI7 Entrepreneurship and Management Idea looking for bus. Linear Banking and Finance 

RI8 Social Innovation and Entrepreneurship Bus. looking for idea Linear Ind. Econ. and Mgmt 

RI9 Technology-based Entrepreneurship Idea looking for bus. Linear Ind. Econ. and Mgmt 

* Can’t be determined based on the course syllabus. 

 

The analysis of the courses give that most courses hold the idea looking for business 

perspective and are developing new businesses in a sequential linear process. Many of these 

courses use the classical business plan as a key tool in the entrepreneurship education. The 

business plan is usually based on the student’s own business idea. From a teaching 
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perspective the business plan is a rather natural choice as it contains many of the critical 

elements, tools and analysis needed. There are only a few (4) courses contrasting the general 

patter. Notably two of these are concerning social entrepreneurship.   

 

Surprisingly few courses syllabuses do clearly state target student group. This is especially 

remarkable as there is so much research done regarding the personal profile and 

characteristics of successful entrepreneurs.  

 

Table 3 

Profile of Interviewed Entrepreneurs 

 Born Age, when first 

company started 

Years, experience 

prior to start 

Number,  

companies started 

Main ICT area* 

PK1 1956 39 15 3 Business Software  

LG1 1954 29 4 5 Payment Solution 

DB1 1980 28 9 1 Video Ad Platform 

DL1 1967 25 5 9 Gaming 

FB1 1974 25 8 5 Traffic Generation 

MH1 1956 31 6 3 IT Consulting 

BP1 1955 29 6 8 Broadcasting Platforms 

US1 1951 34 11 3 Niche Computers 

JH1 1986 21 0 1 Video Editing Service 

PG1 1976 20 0 6 Digital Media Distribution 

*For serial entrepreneurs all companies are not within the ICT area 

 

10 entrepreneurs have been interviewed. They cover various businesses within the ICT area. 

The interviewed entrepreneurs are born between 1951 and 1986 and have on average started 

4 companies each, ranging from 1 to 9. In total they have started 43 companies of which 

more than half (28) are within the ICT area. As seen in Table 3 they have between 0 and 15 

years of professional experience before starting their first company, with an average of 6 

years. All of the interviewed entrepreneurs claim that they have learnt to master 

entrepreneurship by doing, and trial and error. Only one has taken courses in entrepreneurship 

at university level.  
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Table 4 

Interviewed Entrepreneurs – Perspective and Methodology 

 Perspective Methodology Targeted opportunities* 

PK1 Idea looking for bus. Experimental “Significant processes and planning improvements” 

LG1 Bus. looking for idea Experimental “Opportunities when new technology disrupts business” 

DB1 Bus. looking for idea Linear “Technology as an enabler in transforming industries” 

DL1 Idea looking for bus. Experimental “Concepts redefining existing businesses” 

FB1 Bus. looking for idea Experimental “New and innovative ways to satisfy unmet needs” 

MH1 Bus. looking for idea Experimental “Opportunities in, by others regarded as unattractive, areas” 

BP1 Bus. looking for idea Linear “Solutions for complex new businesses structures” 

US1 Bus. looking for idea Experimental “Opportunities when new technology disrupts business” 

JH1 Idea looking for bus. Experimental “Positive mass market impact of new technology” 

PG1 Bus. looking for idea Experimental “Any profitable business where I can contribute” 

*Quotes based on the question: What do you look for in potential new ventures? 

 

The interviewed entrepreneurs have been asked to position themselves in the same 

framework as was used to categorize the entrepreneurship courses. These results are based on 

their self-assessment. As can be seen in Table 4 the results show a clear dominance of the 

business looking for idea perspective and an experimental approach. Please also note that this 

is not clearly linked to the number of companies started. This is however a quite small 

number of interviews but there is nothing indicating that a larger sample would give a 

different result.  Answers given to the question: What do you look for in potential new 

ventures? also confirm their focus on first finding potential market opportunities and then 

figuring out how to capitalize on that specific opportunity. The experimental approach is 

claimed to be chosen to minimize the use of scarce resources in the early phases of a venture. 

The majority of the interviewed entrepreneurs emphasis sales of fictional but potential 

products to real customers as key to success. Selling is, by the majority interviewed, the 

starting point for an iterative process finding out what may meet the market need. 

 

Analysis and discussion 

Comparing the results of the course categorization and the entrepreneur self-assessment give 

two quite different views and raises questions regarding how this should be interpreted and 

what the consequences are. The results in Figure 2 show completely different patterns. Is this 

a sign of that the education is has little to do with reality, or that the entrepreneurs lack 

critical entrepreneurial education and could do much better if they did? Probably neither, but 

it may certainly challenge the predominant educational approach. 
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Figure 2 

Comparing Perspectives and Approaches between Entrepreneurs and Entrepreneurial 

Education 

 

A lot of the education seems to assume that entrepreneurs mainly are creative innovators that 

need to study business to be able to grow sustainable business based on their own business 

ideas. This do happen, but looking at the entrepreneur sample interviewed one can assume 

that this may not be the key factor to the economic growth the entrepreneurial education 

eventually should result in.  

 

The idea looking for business and business plan centric linear approach of universities is 

natural for two reasons. Firstly, entrepreneurial education, new business creation and start-

ups are believed to be vital for commercialization of academic research. Secondly, the 

business plan is very easy to build a course around, due to its structure including discrete and 

well defined components. This is all fine, but is it so that students get the wrong impression 

what entrepreneurship is about and what creates success. Writing a good business plan, get 

financing and then success comes, or?  

 

The courses given very vaguely state the targeted groups for the courses. The focus of the 

courses may however in many cases give the impression that it is for students that have a 

business idea they want to commercialize. This may result in an unintentional selection 
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somewhat excluding students without ideas but with the desire to build new businesses in 

attractive markets. 

 

Even though the business plan may be a good and practical tool for education one can 

question why not much more of an experimental approach is practiced. Both since this is 

practiced by entrepreneurs but also since universities in many other disciplines are used to 

this methodology and with very good results. The contradiction is that this methodology is 

utilized by entrepreneurs to limit resourced used, while it may have the opposite effect in 

education demanding more supervision.  

 

Changing the perspective and approach of the education may result in attracting other types 

of students, for instance business student wanting to capitalize on new technology rather than 

engineers trying to push products out on the market. Such a change in student intake due to 

changed scope of the courses would be quite interesting to study. A combination of the two 

perspective and types of students may increase the outcome even more. There ought to be a 

need for courses teaching business administration students how to capitalize on new 

technology, the creation of new markets or markets where technology upturns the present 

equilibrium. 

 

Interviewed entrepreneurs have on average 6 years of experience before they start their own 

business. This aspect has to be taken into account when teaching for entrepreneurship. 

Whatever taught has to have a chance to have a lasting impact. Details about how to set up a 

company etc. will probably not last, but an ability to see opportunities and business may have 

a better chance.  

 

Conclusions and implications 

It may be concluded that there is a significant discrepancy between the embedded models for 

business success in entrepreneurial education and the way entrepreneurs work. The education 

mainly takes the product or creative idea as the starting point for the entrepreneurial process 

while entrepreneurs start from the market opportunity and need. This may seem as an 

insignificant difference but is key for how to run and manage a new venture. The 

experimental approach common among entrepreneurs is also something that should be added 

to the skill set taught. 
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Universities are very much driven by the assumption that commercialization of academic 

results through start-ups will drive economic growth and that knowledge gained within any 

area may be turned into new businesses by adding an entrepreneurship education by the end 

or close to graduation. In this view the predominant perspective idea looking for business is 

quite natural.  

 

The results imply that entrepreneurial education needs to rebalance between the perspectives 

but also introduce more experimental approaches. Also the studied universities need to be 

clearer on and communicate both the perspective taken as well as aimed target groups. It will 

thereby also be easier to define course targets and general outcomes. Improving 

communication may also further help refining the educational content. 

 

We need to match the right student with the right education to capture the full potential of 

entrepreneurship education. Getting the potential entrepreneur into the wrong course may do 

more harm than good. This may also explain the conflicting results regarding achieved effects 

of entrepreneurial education reported (Oosterbeek et al. 2010). 
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