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Abstract		
	
The purpose of the paper is to explore how an entrepreneur seizes opportunities in different contexts 
over the course of time through the developmental phases of an enterprise. The investigation is about a 
Chinese entrepreneur who founded a feather processing firm in 1978 after the start of the economic 
reform in the country. A qualitative research approach was selected to guide the exploratory nature of 
the study. Relevant data have been collected from news reports, articles and books written about the 
entrepreneur and the case company. During the early phase of the firm’s development, the 
entrepreneur depended heavily on political connections to search for and seize opportunities. 
Institutional actors, such as the local government and the central government, played the role of 
mediators by introducing the entrepreneur to the most important actors in the market and providing 
resources such as loans, land, labour, etc. The foundation of the company was not the result of the 
foresightedness of the entrepreneur but of the Chinese central government. Thus, we refer to this 
entrepreneurship as state-promoted entrepreneurship. The entrepreneur’s relationship with the 
institutional actors was represented by patronage, privilege and protection. As time progressed, 
experience grew and institutional policies changed towards favouring foreign trade, the entrepreneur 
sought opportunities independently, occasionally bypassing the important institutional actors. We refer 
to such a phenomenon as “State-parenting entrepreneurship”, which is similar to how parents raise 
their children in a protective environment during the early years and subsequently allow them, over 
time, to move on independently. 
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Introduction		
 
In response to Schumpeter’s call (1947) for understanding entrepreneurship - how it shapes long term 
outcomes for the economy and how it varies from context to context and over the course of time - 
several American historians, sociologists, psychologists and economists worked for years in an 
attempt to explain the role of entrepreneurs and the level and characteristics of entrepreneurship (Jones 
and Wadhwani, 2006). Despite numbers of studies for more than half a century, it is argued that the 
definition of the field of entrepreneurship is inadequate (Gartner, 1988, Venkataraman, 1997). Shane 
and Venkataraman (2000) have argued that hitherto, scholars have shown interest in why, when and 
how entrepreneurial opportunities exist, sources and process of opportunity discovery, evaluation and 
exploitation, where the central focus is “opportunities”. They have attempted to define 
entrepreneurship as “how, by whom, and with what effects opportunities are discovered, evaluated and 
exploited”. 
 
Entrepreneurs do not discover, evaluate and exploit opportunities in a void, but rather in a context. 
Context means interrelated conditions in which something occurs, for example, environment (Merriam 
Webster Dictionary). Bygrave and Hofer (1991) have claimed that the entrepreneurial process is 
contextual since its evolution is influenced by a system of interacting variables. Thus, how an 
entrepreneur seizes opportunities in a certain context (interacting conditions) at a certain time may 
differ in other contexts at another time. O’Donnell, Gilmore, Cummins and Carson (2001) suggested 
that entrepreneurial researchers should acknowledge the environment within which firms function, and 
accordingly, should take into account the environmental factors to explain entrepreneurship. 
 
Hitherto, several studies have been done to explain the entrepreneurial process in the environmental 
context but most of these studies have investigated the process in a specific context and at a specific 
time. Some studies have investigated new venture creation in high tech industry, and some have 
investigated the roles, abilities, and experiences of the entrepreneurs in transitional economies (Zahra 
and Gravis, 2000, Smallbone and Welter, 2006; Tanas and Audretsch, 2011). Some of these aimed to 
find the differentiating factors in the entrepreneurial process in two different market contexts; either 
among two transitional countries or between a transitional and a developed country. However, 
Schumpeter’s plea for understanding “how entrepreneurship varies from context to context and in 
course of time”, has not yet been studied. In this paper, we aim to explore how an entrepreneur seizes 
opportunities (discovery, evaluation and exploitation) in different contexts over the course of time. To 
convey a comprehensive picture of the entrepreneurial process we intend to follow the developmental 
phases of an enterprise over a period of time. 
 
The paper is structured as follows. The next section describes a review of literature, followed by a 
theoretical framework. Thereafter, the methodological section discusses the process of data collection 
and analysis which is followed by a case study, an analysis and a conclusion.  
	

Literature	review	
 
While Schumpeter (1947) recognized an entrepreneur as a person who creates opportunities by 
exploiting something new, Kirzner (1973) recognized the same as an alert person who discovers 
opportunities from the environment. Sarasvathy’s (2001) entrepreneur who uses “effectuation” 
reasoning is also a creative person who imagines possible opportunities with no specific goals in mind 
with a given set of means and allows the goals to emerge contingently. On the contrary, Sarasvathy’s 
entrepreneur who uses “causal” reasoning, discovers and exploits opportunities in the most efficient 
way to meet the predetermined goals with a given set of means. Despite the debate of an entrepreneur 
being creative vs. alert, there is a general acceptance that an entrepreneur is a person who discovers, 
evaluates and exploits opportunities (Shane and Venkataraman, 2000) through initiating, developing 
and maintaining a profit oriented business (Cole, 1965). 
 



Opportunity is the central concept of the field of entrepreneurship (Shane and Venkataraman, 2001). 
Companys and McMullen (2007) have defined opportunity as a situation that promises potential for 
profit. Casson (1982) defined opportunities as certain situations in which new products, services, raw 
material etc. are introduced in the market and sold at greater than their cost of production. Thus, an 
opportunity occurs at a certain time and offers certain conditions for making profit. Stevensson and 
Jarillo (1990) defined it as a “future situation which is deemed desirable and feasible”. Having 
asserted that, the authors proclaimed the fact that (1) opportunities are those situations which are both 
desirable and capable for one to pursue; accordingly (2) recognition of those opportunities is subject to 
the entrepreneur’s desirability and capability; and (3) in pursuit of the opportunity entrepreneurs must 
consider organizational capabilities and resources. According to Weick (1995), such situations do not 
simply exist in an environment and entrepreneur must interpret such situations as opportunities which 
we believe depend on “feasibility”. Then again, according to Stevensson and Jarillo (1990) in new 
venture creation entrepreneurs pursue opportunities regardless of the resources under control. 
 
Weick (1995) argues that entrepreneurial opportunities exist once they are defined and enacted by 
individuals, thus actualization of the goal determines the existence of opportunities. Behind the 
process of seizing opportunity, several researchers have recognized the contribution of the network 
partners (Ardichvili, Cardozob and Ray, 2003; Hills, Hoskisson and Kim, 1997; Kirzner, 1973; Burt, 
1992; Koning, 1999, Granovetter, 1973, Baron, 2006). According to them, network partners give 
access to differential information and resources and enable connecting opportunities. Burt’s (1982) 
structural holes concept provides the possible “mantra” of how opportunities can be seized in a 
network. Originally, the concept explains how individuals connect resources from unconnected 
sources in a social network. According to the concept, complementary resources remain poorly 
connected or unconnected and an individual connects these resources from the two ends by developing 
relationships. However, in reality as social beings our choices can be constrained by the social 
institutional context which encompasses unwritten rules, norms, and practices, thus we may not be 
able to connect resources from wherever we desire. In this regard, Burt’s (1982) structural holes 
concept can be seen as limited to some extent. In a similar manner, an entrepreneur’s choice of 
business partners and consequently his ability to connect important resources can be constrained by 
the institutional environment of the market. For example, export quotas imposed by the government 
constrain a firm’s ability to develop a business relationship with a potential foreign customer. North 
(1990) defined an institutional environment as a condition encompassed by “the rules of the game in a 
society” that structures incentives in human exchange. Jansson (2008) argues that a firm’s network is 
conditioned by the market environment/s within which the firm and its network partners function and 
is affected by the institutional frameworks of the respective markets. 
 
Several researchers have suggested that individuals tend to develop relationships with non-market 
actors like governmental organizations in a difficult institutional context (Jansson, 2008, Yang, 2004, 
Hellman, Jones and Kaufmann, 2000; Hoskisson, Eden, Lau, and Wright, 2000), for example, 
institutional ambiguities resulting from incompletely defined rules (Yang, 2004). Hellman et al (2000) 
have shown that when laws supporting property rights are absent, entrepreneurs maintain their 
relationships with political actors. A survey study based on firms from 22 transitional countries shows 
that large firms inherited from previous communist systems tend to maintain formal and informal ties 
with the state and try to influence the formation of rules of the games through private payment to 
public officials (Hellman et al 2000, p. 2). The study has also shown that private firms which lack 
secured property rights tend to shape the institutional framework through illicit and non-transparent 
actions. Interestingly, entrepreneurs of these firms maintain relationships with those who decree the 
rules, possibly to bypass the rules. 
 
An interesting variation of Burt’s concept can be observed in the emerging economies where it is not 
the entrepreneurs but the institutional actors who tend to maintain relationships with the entrepreneurs 
and connect resources and opportunities for them. For example, Oi (1995) discussed government 
officials of China having career incentives to help improve the local economy by encouraging 
entrepreneurial firms. In many cases, the community governments transferred advanced technologies, 
dispatched managers, engineers and other highly skilled workers from the SOEs to township 



companies to promote their growth (Xu and Zhang, 2009) as well as bearing the risks on behalf of the 
entrepreneurs (Oi, 1995). In a way, the entrepreneurs in these cases were not pursuing their own 
opportunities; rather someone else was providing the opportunities for them. The aforementioned 
findings challenge the existing definition of an entrepreneur and the explanation of how entrepreneurs 
seize opportunities. To what extent do the institutional actors sponsor entrepreneurs to seize 
opportunities? Hitherto, how many studies in the field of entrepreneurship have looked into this 
phenomenon? 
 
There are several studies done in the field of developmental economies which have investigated the 
role of the state behind industrialization at the macro level (Grabowski, 1994; Wade, 1990; 
Goetzmann and Köll, 2000). According to Wade (1990) almost all the industrial nations of Europe 
used “government-inspired” and “government-administered” infant industry policies to launch 
successful industrial transformation in the 19th century. In a similar fashion, the East Asian economic 
success is indebted to state controlled import substitution and export promotion policies. Sponsoring 
companies had been an old practice of the Chinese government for centuries (Goetzmann and Köll, 
2000). In the 60s, in some developmental states such as South Korea, Japan, Taiwan, and Brazil, the 
state coordinated and steered market agents, and created “search networks” or coordination forums 
with sustained “public-private” interactions (Grabowski, 1994). It is evident that, in underdeveloped 
economies, institutional actors tend to ensure promotion and protection to entrepreneurial firms in 
order to promote overall economic growth as long as the market is not stable and industry is not 
mature. Wade suggested that “once the protected industries have matured and are able to compete, the 
protection would be withdrawn and competition in the international market would occur”. That is, 
with gradual development of the market conditions, such “parenting style” of the state in promoting 
entrepreneurial firms is expected to be reduced over time. Despite these findings and observations, the 
entrepreneurial researchers have not yet looked into this phenomenon. We argue therefore, that there is 
a need for research in this aspect. 
 

Theoretical	Framework	
 

An entrepreneur initiates, develops and maintains a profit oriented business through discovering, 
evaluating and exploiting opportunities (Shane and Venkataraman, 2000; Cole, 1965); however, we 
have noticed that entrepreneurs can be sponsored by institutional actors (Oi, 1995; Xu and Zhang, 
2009). Discovery of opportunity can be directed by the predetermined goals and to some extent can 
occur with sudden realization of a situation as resourceful (Sarasvathy, 2001). Accordingly, the 
process of opportunity discovery can be both conscious and unpredictable. Evaluation of opportunities 
depends on the availability and attainability of resources and capabilities that support the exploitation 
of the discovered opportunities later on. Entrepreneurs exploit opportunities through developing and 
maintaining relationships with their partners who offer important resources to them (Burt, 1982); 
however, their choices can be affected by the institutional arrangements. As Jansson (2008) 
mentioned, institutional changes leading to changes from the premarket context (homogeneous, 
limited actors, low competition) to mature market (heterogeneous, competition from unlimited actors), 
create a great deal of shift in market demand, consumption behaviour, rivalry and service demand 
(Jansson, 2008) and eventually offers possibilities to reconsider business partners. An entrepreneur 
who intends to seize opportunities must take into account the interconnectedness (key affecters) that 
encompasses a firm’s business environment. Then again, network relationships with the institutional 
actors enable bypassing the complexities involved in the institutional arrangements and managing 
important resources. They are the key connectors of opportunities. In markets where institutional 
ambiguity is high, both the entrepreneurs and the institutional actors have incentives to maintain a 
relationship with each other (Yang, 2004; Jansson, 2008; Oi, 1995; Xu and Zhang, 2009). Institutional 
actors tend to patron, protect and promote entrepreneurs’ interests and to some extent administer 
entrepreneurial activities (Hoskinsson et al. 2000; Hellman et al. 2000; Wade, 1990; Grabowski, 
1994), until the market matures (Wade, 1990; Jansson, 2008). 
 



Based on the previous discussion we have formulated a theoretical model that explains how an 
entrepreneur seizes opportunities in any context and what the key connectors and key affecters in this 
process are. Figure 1 narrates the process of seizing opportunities. The arrow in the middle is the 
depiction of the three stages of seizing opportunities: discovery, evaluation and exploitation. The 
network partners (key connectors) provide important resources and thus enable the process of seizing 
opportunities. However, the process of seizing opportunity is embedded in an environment which is 
composed of various interconnected conditions (key affecters) that affect network development 
(network structure reorganizes). By applying this model to different phases of development of a firm’s 
life cycle we expect to explain the variations and similarities in different contexts in different time 
frames and thus expect to convey a comprehensive picture of entrepreneurship. 
	
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

	

	

	

	
Figure: 1 Conceptual model of the entrepreneurial process of seizing opportunities 
	

Methodology		
 
The paper has been based on previous work done in a MSc. project, in the University of Halmstad, by 
one of the authors of this paper, Huang Hanjun. The name of the original work was “The business 
model of Chinese manufacturing born global companies”. The aim of the project was to investigate the 
business model of a Chinese manufacturing company. Only a fraction of the original data, which 
discussed the entrepreneur and his activities, has been used in this paper. Complementary data have 
been collected by the co-author Huang Hanjun. 
 
The research question of our study recognizes various interrelated factors affecting seizing of an 
opportunity. Qualitative study best suits in this regard, as qualitative study helps to explain a complex 
process involving many variables (Yin, 1994). According to Yin (1994) a qualitative study is suitable 
for exploratory, descriptive and explanatory studies which address what, how and why questions 
respectively. A case study method has been used. A case study allows in-depth insight into an 
empirical phenomenon and its contexts (Yin, 1994), thus offering a unique means of developing 
theory. A single case study however may not always be the right choice since the results cannot 
validate the theories (Bryman and Bell, 2007). 
 
The case company is one of the leading manufacturing companies in China, which was established at 
the advent of the reform and thereby went through various phases of adaptation. In China economic 
transformation had taken place in a number of phases over three decades (Tisdell, 2009). Each reform 
decision created new institutional and market conditions for firms. By studying this leading company 
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we could follow the entrepreneurial journey of seizing opportunities under different phases of 
institutional reforms over a long period. 
 
For the entrepreneurial stories we relied mainly on the secondary sources, one of which is the 
company website, where the interview of the entrepreneur has been sited. There are also books written 
about this company and the entrepreneur and information about the Chinese political and economic 
environment from the 70s to 80s which have been referred in this paper. Huang Hanjun collected the 
data that are written in Chinese. 
 
The data have been categorised under various phases of development of the company based on its 
decision to change the product category and business expansion. The entrepreneurial process of 
seizing opportunities has been analysed under various contexts based on the institutional changes and 
the response of the market to the institutional change. 
	

Empirical	Findings		
	
The company was set by the local government officials as a township and village enterprise (TVE) in 
Gunagdong province in 1978 by an order from the central government of China. TVEs were partially 
owned by the local government until the ownership conversion completed in 2000 (Xu and Zhang, 
2007). The man behind this enterprise is Li. Seven officials accompanied Li and established Gamma; 
however, they were unwilling initially since they were insecure of the fate of the reform.  
 
Li had responsibility to devise an income generating idea for the people who had been mainly engaged 
in agriculture and poultry production for many years. They lacked higher education and know-how of 
using technology. Resources that were available to start the business were “duck feathers”. Li knew 
that feather coats were popular in the western world during that time and some Chinese SOEs were 
exporting feathers abroad. Li planned to start a feather processing workshop which would not require 
huge financial resources and highly educated workforce. He planned to supply feather dusters to 
SOEs. In 1978 only the SOEs had export rights.  
 
During the early years there was only one bank in China which could lend money (Chow, 2004) but 
TVEs had no access to state bank loans. Under the guarantee of the local government, Li managed to 
secure some loans from the state bank; 300 thousand RMB came directly from the local government 
and the rest from the founders’ personal networks.  
 
In Gamma, feather dusters were washed manually by the workers then supplied to an SOE. The local 
government introduced Li with the SOE. Being a TVE, Gamma had to deliver most of the profit to the 
central government and could only keep a small percentage of it. However, Gamma was also 
privileged. The central government dispatched some machine parts at low cost from its SOEs to 
Gamma to lessen the manual work load of its labours. 
 
Soon Li realized that the feather duster business was not profitable so he planned to expand the 
product category to feather rags. He aimed to export directly as well. By that time, the government 
started to encourage foreign investments from Hong Kong and Taiwan, and approved import and 
export. To produce feather rags Gamma needed to purchase an advanced production line. However, 
his workers lacked knowledge of handling advanced machineries. So, he sent some workers to SOEs 
to learn the use of advanced machineries and some workers to universities to study professional 
management and English. Gamma then took out its profit and imported the advanced production line 
from Japan. Japanese engineers assembled the machines and trained the work force. Shunde Trading 
introduced Gamma to a Hong Kong textile company for whom Gamma would produce feather rags. 
With the new experience Li signed joint venture agreements with two firms in Hong Kong and Taiwan 
which had direct export rights. Thus Gamma bypassed the regulations in the mainland China. 
 



At the end of the 80s, the international market for down products became saturated and prices 
dropped. Li realized that Gamma needed diversification to survive. In 1989 Chairman Jiang Zemin 
confirmed the new direction of China’s development policies towards scientific and technology based 
production including extension of the market system and greater economic openness (Tisdell, 2009). 
Accordingly, from 1992-1996 the central government encouraged the development of the 
infrastructure to support technology based production in some preferred provinces where Guangdong 
would be the household appliance industrial zone. In 1992 Li went to Japan for a business trip where 
he noticed a microwave oven in a shop. He saw the potential for microwave business in the local 
Chinese market since by this time people’s income and living standards had improved a great deal 
from previous years. However, his engineers were not convinced to start producing microwaves since 
they lacked the technical knowledge (Deng, Zi and Wang, 2006). During that time, there were only 
four Chinese companies which were assembling microwaves for some foreign companies. The total 
yield was very low and none were selling to the domestic market. Li convinced his team members to 
diversify into the microwave business targeting the domestic market. Once again, Gamma lacked 
skilled labourers and machinery for microwave production. Li convinced one engineer from a SOE to 
join Gamma who could exploit the core technology of the microwaves (Deng, Zi and Wang, 2006). By 
using several years of profit from the textile business, Li bought the assembly line from Toshiba. 
Toshiba’s engineers trained the workers and installed the assembly line. However, available resources 
were not enough to support the production and promotion of microwaves. So, Gamma withdrew from 
the textile industry and concentrated fully on the new business. According to Li “sometimes one 
should burn his boat to cut off his route of retreat”.  
 
Increasingly, adopted privatization and the presence of foreign companies were creating competition 
in the market thus challenging Gamma’s existence once again. In the mid 90’s many TVEs 
disappeared and many converted to private companies (Xu and Zhang, 2009; Perotti, Sun and Zou, 
1998). Li and his colleagues were sceptical about conversion since the privatization policy was not 
complete. Moreover, they were afraid of coping with the changes at company level. In 1997 the 
Shunde local government finally decided to sell all its companies to respective management teams 
(The Economist, 2011). Li bought 70% of the shares on behalf of the management team and the local 
government kept 30% of the shares until the change stabilized in 2000. However, many economic 
journalists argue that Chinese private firms are still somewhat under the influence of the state and 
there is lack of transparent lines between the state and the private entities (The Economist, 2011, BBC 
news, 2013). 
 
Already in 1997 with the new freedom, Li decided to buy a production line for making components for 
Gamma’s own brands of microwaves. He went to Europe to purchase a component called 
“transformer”. Due to the lack of financial capability, Li offered to produce transformers for a 
European manufacturer at a low rate and in exchange Gamma would use their production line. Gamma 
got the deal. In 1997, Gamma established a research institution in the USA where its own components 
would be produced and recruited international experts to work for it. Gradually, Gamma entered into 
many other foreign markets (Russia, South Korea, USA) as OEM producers of various white goods 
and learned their technologies. Today it produces a wide range of white goods and is present in 100 
countries (Gamma group’s website). 
 

Analysis	
 
This section discusses how Li seized opportunities over the years along the different developmental 
phases of Gamma. Each phase went through different conditions which had resulted from changes in 
the institutional arrangements in China and consequently changes in the market environment. 
 
The foundation of Gamma had been arranged by the central government in a context which was 
characterised by a lack of infrastructure and financial facilities, a limited number of market actors, an 
underdeveloped domestic market and laws restraining exports and imports (except for the SOEs). 
Initially, Li was an appointed officer and his responsibility was to find ways to attain the goal set by 



the government. Li seized opportunities by maintaining relationships with the institutional actors as 
argued in the literature (Jansson, 2008; Yang, 2004; Hoskinsson, et. al, 2000; Hellman, et. al., 2000). 
However, we have observed that it was the institutional actors which had a greater interest in 
maintaining a relationship with Li and helping Li to manage important resources, like land, labour, 
bank loans, etc. It could be the Chinese government policies as Grabowski (1994) described, or 
Gamma’s ownership structure (partial ownership of the local government), or it could also be a 
phenomenon that Wade (1990) and Grabowski (1994) observed in the late 19th century in Europe. 
However, Li’s activities have not been administered as in some European countries. 
 
We observed furthermore, when the reform relaxed from the initial phase, Li made decisions to import 
new advanced lines without the permission of the local government. Li knew where the opportunity 
existed and who could complement his resources. He made a conscious choice as a causal 
entrepreneur of Sarasvathay (2001). Fortunately, the new reform mediated the process of exploiting 
the opportunity where the different government bodies patronized Li’s activities by training his work 
force or introducing it to foreign customers. State patronage and promotion were evident. Gamma’s 
network structure started to change soon after he made his own decisions. The network was no longer 
limited to the institutional actors. Later on with greater openness in the domestic market and barriers 
in the international market, Li discovered opportunities like Kirzner’s (1973) alert entrepreneur. He 
was transformed from an appointed entrepreneur to someone whom the existing literatures recognize, 
someone who initiated and developed business through discovering, evaluating and exploiting 
business opportunities (Cole, 1965; Shane and Venkataraman, 2000). However, he maintained 
Gamma’s dependency on the institutional actors until the institutional reform stabilized with 
privatization policy and ownership conversion. 
 
In our case, discovery of opportunity sometimes was guided by the predetermined goals, and 
sometimes occurred from sudden realization of a situation as resourceful. Opportunities had been 
evaluated by availability and attainability of resources, sometimes in terms of factors of production 
and sometimes in terms of explicit and implicit state patronage. Initially, opportunities had been 
exploited with the patronage, promotion and protection of the institutional actors. Thus, Gamma 
enjoyed a privileged environment created by its institutional partners and could thus seize 
opportunities effortlessly. Later on opportunities had been seized independently by Li through an 
extended network including foreign actors. This was possible due to the shift in the institutional 
context and consequent shifts in the market environment as claimed by Jansson (2008). We have 
observed a gradual pattern of moving away from the state patronage over time due to stabilization of 
the institutional framework from the premarket condition.  
 

Conclusion		
 
Entrepreneurs can be appointed to attain a predetermined goal. We refer to such entrepreneurship as 
state promoted entrepreneurship. Entrepreneurs can also be evolved over time through entrepreneurial 
activities. Opportunities can be pursued or seized differently by the same entrepreneur depending on 
the changes in market context resulted from changed institutional framework. In our case as time 
progressed, experience grew, state policy relaxed, market context changed towards more mature 
market economy, state patronage, promotion and protection were withdrawn from the entrepreneurial 
firm. We refer to this type of entrepreneurship as state parenting entrepreneurship, which is similar to 
how parents raise their children in a protective environment during the early years and subsequently 
allow them, over time, to move on independently. This unique phenomenon perhaps can be found in 
many other firms’ early phases of business. We welcome more studies in this regard. 
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