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Implications for Cooperative Extension. Predicting the success of an entrepreneur’s business has been a tricky science at best.  Even when everything seems equal, there are always those businesses that make it while others fail.  This study offers some additional reasoning into why that may happen.  In an exploratory study, the researchers examine how social competency may affect an entrepreneur’s financial success.  Three social skills, social perception, expressiveness and social adaptability, were all found to be related to business success.  This information is another tool to use when working with, encouraging, and mentoring the entrepreneur.  

Overview.  One of the questions that researchers have struggled to answer is why one entrepreneur will be more successful than another?  At times there are obvious answers due to external issues and at other times it is clear that an entrepreneur may have some special skill or talent that is key to success.  Other times it may be the selection of right opportunity at the right time.  

Yet for all of the possible explanations, every study of the success of entrepreneurs often leaves some unexplained variance.  One approach in answering that question has been the study of personality traits.  This area though has shown only modest success.  Another attempt in answering why one entrepreneur may succeed over another has been through trying to understand how successful entrepreneurs think and process information.  These studies offer some guidance including overconfidence in one’s own decisions and decision-making ability, trying to fit existing facts into similar previous situations where the outcome is known, and a reduced tendency to engage in counterfactual thinking.  

A third area of study has been that of social capital or the sum of actual and potential resources individuals obtain from their relationship with others.  Increased social capital has been found associated with enhanced access to information and increased cooperation and trust from others.  Entrepreneurs who possess increased social capital are also more likely to receive outside funding.  

This study adds an additional idea to the study of social capital, that of social competence or the entrepreneur’s overall effectiveness in interacting with others.  The authors argue that social capital may “open doors” but it is one’s social skills that allow the entrepreneur to capitalize on that opportunity. They hypothesized that successful entrepreneurs would show the following social skills:

1. social perception

2. impression management

3. social adaptability

4. expressiveness

5. persuasiveness

Methods.  Two hundred and thirty successful entrepreneurs were studied.  One sample included female independent sales contractors who created their own cosmetics distribution company.  The second sample included top executives in high-tech businesses.  These were typically male.  Because the studies were done about 2 months apart, they were treated as an initial study and a replication study.  Each person was given a questionnaire consisting of questions that assessed proficiency in the social skills areas described above.  Riggio’s social skills inventory was used.  Other questions were also included.  These new questions were pretested using a sample of undergraduate and graduate students.  

In order to obtain evidence of the accuracy of the entrepreneur’s self-assessment, a third sample of entrepreneurs completed the survey.  In this sample, each respondent also had another person who knew them well complete a survey.  The two surveys were compared and the results were found to compare for each factor.  

Results.  The first step was to determine if the 30 statements grouped into the 5 hypothesized factors.  In both sets of data, only four of the five factors were found in the analysis with persuasiveness not significant.  Also although forming a set of related questions that showed commonality within and little correlation to the other factors, impression management was also dropped as its reliability factor was unacceptably low.  This left social perception, expressiveness and social adaptability to be tested further.  

All three of these were then statistically tested to see whether or not they influenced the yearly income level of the entrepreneur.  All three factors were found to be significant in influencing annual income even more than were items such as length of time in the business, education, and age of the entrepreneur.  For the sales contractors, social perception and social adaptability where most important.  This means that the entrepreneur was able to accurately get a perception of the other person, his or her traits, intentions, and motivations, and to adapt to a new situation.  For the high-tech entrepreneurs, again social perception was important as was expressiveness or the ability to express one’s emotions and feelings in such a way that others also get enthusiastic.  

Summary.  The results of this study support the idea that social competence is an important factor in determining an entrepreneur’s financial success.  Three specific factors, social perception, social adaptability, and expressiveness, seemed to play a role in why some entrepreneurs may be more successful than others.  The findings add to the idea of social capital - social capital may open the doors but the entrepreneur must be able to capitalize on that opportunity.  By having the necessary social skills, the entrepreneur is able to increase the chances of success by his or her effectiveness in interacting with other.  

The study does not suggest that other skills and abilities are unimportant or that one area of skills may be more important than another.  It does however support the idea that the success of individual entrepreneurs is multi-dimensional and that the effectiveness in interacting with others may be one piece to the puzzle and should not be overlooked.  
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