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Introduction
There is an increasing emphasis upon the role universities have in contributing to economic prosperity and of
particular relevance to this study is the drive towards encouraging numbers of skilled and enterprising
graduates (Gibb, 2010; Rae et al, 2012; Wilson, 2012; Jones et al, 2013). This study is framed within the
context of universities’ roles in producing entrepreneurial graduates to examine the ways in which students
may learn entrepreneurially within the university environment.
An important facet of the entrepreneurial education experience are the extracurricular enterprise activities
initiated by both staff and students (Rae et al, 2012; Pittaway et al, 2015). Extracurricular activities are seen to
be valuable in themselves, regardless of the type of activity, in enhancing students’ interpersonal and
employability skills (Watson, 2011; Bartkus et al, 2012; Milner et al, 2016). However, despite the value that
such activities may have in enhancing entrepreneurial education, their influence has been largely overlooked
in the current literature (Pittaway et al, 2011; 2015; Preedy, 2015). This study examines one particular strand
of the wide array of extracurricular enterprise activities currently operating at UK universities - student led
enterprise groups – to explore their roles, activities and potential as a platform for student learning.

Student led enterprise groups have been defined in prior studies as voluntarily formed groups of students who
join together to raise awareness, support and engage in entrepreneurial activity whilst at university (Pittaway
et al, 2011). Since the first UK student led enterprise group was formally recognised at Cambridge University
in 1999 (Cambridge University Entrepreneurs), there has been a continued rise in their numbers across the
country (Pittaway et al, 2011; RBS, 2014). Although there is disparity between sources on the number of
groups operating nationwide, which may be in part due to the fluid nature of group structure year on year
whereby new leadership can change the formation and even lead to disbandment, the National Association of
College and University Entrepreneurs (NACUE) estimated a rise from 30 groups in 2011 to 64 by 2013
(NACUE, 2013). As their number has increased, several universities have gained recognition for the work of
their student enterprise groups with some receiving awards for the activities (Pittaway et al, 2011, NACUE,
2013). In the government’s drive to develop enterprising graduates (UUK, 2011; QAA, 2012; Witty, 2013; BIS
2014), UK universities are increasingly being encouraged to support student enterprise groups (Young, 2014).
Currently, there is limited empirical research on the phenomenon of student led enterprise groups (Pittaway et
al, 2011; Rae et al, 2012; Pittaway et al, 2015) which is symptomatic of a nascent literature regarding extracurricular enterprise activities (Pittaway, 2009; Pittaway et al, 2011; Preedy, 2015) and the fact that they are a
relatively recent development. This study represents a first attempt to examine student led enterprise groups
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employing a case study approach. As the operation of groups is highly contextualised, a case study research
strategy was utilised to examine the phenomenon within its real-life context (Eisenhardt, 1989; Meyer, 2001;
Yin, 2014).
This paper will review the literature in detail, framing the phenomenon within the wider context of UK
enterprise education and relevant learning theory. The methodology will be outlined and a rationale provided.
The findings section will outline the groups’ potential as a platform for learning, supported by qualitative data
excerpts, and provide a focused discussion of the potential impact upon group leaders. The study concludes
with a discussion of the main findings, implications for policy and practice and recommendations for future
research.

Literature review
Enterprise education research has been criticised for its fragmentation and a perceived disconnect from the
theories and concepts of the education discipline (Fayolle, 2013). Yet, learning is pivotal to the
entrepreneurship process at any stage, from nascent entrepreneurs to established practitioners (Smilor, 1997;
Harrison and Leitch, 2005).

The following literature reviews the pertinent learning theories from the

entrepreneurship education discipline to provide the context for positioning discussion of student led
enterprise groups; their roles and activities and their potential as a platform for entrepreneurial learning.
The phenomenon under investigation, student enterprise groups, can take multiple forms. At one extreme of
the spectrum sits global grassroots groups known as the Knowmads who are not affiliated with a university but
have a ‘student body’ who are educated in the fundamentals of entrepreneurship (Knowmads, 2012). Other
more mainstream groups may be part of in-curriculum models whereby students undertake a prominent role in
the shaping of their own education development as seen in various entrepreneurial programmes within the
United States (Buller and Finkle, 2013) whilst others reside outside of the curriculum, initiated, implemented
and led by students.
Prior studies, within a UK context, define student led enterprise groups as “informal, non-accredited studentled societies or clubs whose main goal is to attract students who are interested in learning about enterprise
and developing enterprising skills to either start their own businesses or to become more enterprising people”
(Pittaway et al., 2011: 39). Such a definition may encompass purely student initiated enterprise groups
(Edwards, 2001; Pittaway et al, 2011; Pittaway et al, 2015) including corporate initiated groups such as
Enactus (Pittaway et al, 2011; Pittaway et al, 2015) and investment clubs (Pittaway et al, 2011) the latter of
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which operate primarily as a trading platform. This study focused data collection upon those groups that have
been entirely formed and led by students in an attempt to understand how autonomous groups may either
enable or disable learning opportunities.
Pittaway et al, (2011) definition does not articulate a specific role for the groups besides their attraction to
students who are entrepreneurially motivated. The onus appears to be on the individual student and their
contribution as opposed to what the group offers the student. Although, the group and the individual students
within it have a symbiotic relationship and the students will contribute to group activities and direction, this
study focuses on the groups’ potential to contribute to individual learning. Indeed, these are nuances to
consider which can affect the adopted research approach. Therefore the phenomenon under examination is
groups that are:
“formalised groups initiated by students, led by students, for the purpose of fostering entrepreneurial learning,
skills and activity among its members”

The circumstances at each HEI will be unique but Figure 1 is a conceptualisation, based upon a secondary
data review of over 50 student led enterprise groups websites, of a common group stakeholder environment.
Figure 1 highlights the various actors within this complex phenomenon.
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National Enterprise
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National Government

Higher Education
Institution
Student Union
NACUE
Student
Enterprise
Group

Students

Figure 1: Stakeholder environment for a typical student enterprise group
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From the literature review it appears that student enterprise groups are subject to numerous influences and
work in collaboration with a range of internal and external stakeholders (NACUE, 2011; Preedy and Jones,
2015). In terms of the relationship with the university, student enterprise groups may regard themselves, or
are considered to be, a stakeholder of the university itself (Lilischkis et al, 2015) and their interactions with the
university affect the breadth and depth of their activities. NACUE is a prominent supporter of the groups by
raising awareness of their activities and acting as a conduit between students, staff and policymakers
(NACUE, 2011).

The typical governance and structure of the groups was explored to enable sufficient context to enquire about
group roles and activities. The President typically governs the group supported by an elected Executive
Committee. Membership size fluctuates annually and the organisation of group objectives and activities reflect
the make-up of the membership. Many university groups exist within the administrative structure of the
Student Union (SU) but recent trends has seen societies disaffiliate and set up separate companies, an
example being the London Metropolitan group (NACUE, 2011).

Thus far empirical data on student led enterprise groups’ roles, activities and contribution to entrepreneurial
learning is limited (Pittaway et al, 2015). Prior studies suggest that student led enterprise groups may enhance
entrepreneurial learning through their provision of opportunities for experiential learning (Pittaway and Cope,
2007a; Pittaway et al, 2011; Pittaway and Edwards, 2012) and enhancement of leadership, team working, and
networking skills, broadly defined as ‘enterprise skills’ (Pittaway et al, 2011). Group development of enterprise
skills was corroborated by NACUE (2013) who found that group members perceived membership benefits as:
improved communication skills, leadership, team working, and problem solving capabilities. This study builds
upon this literature to examine the group roles, activities and potential learning outcomes through a case study
approach.
According to cognitivist and constructivist approaches, learning, within any discipline, is influenced by an
individual’s social context (Vygotsky, 1978; Harre, 1989; Pavlica et al,1998; Wenger, 1998), whereby people
learn from one another through observation and modelling of behaviour (Bandura, 1977). Entrepreneurial
learning has been perceived as a social phenomenon rather a solely individual pursuit (Cope, 2001; Taylor
and Thorpe, 2004; Cope, 2005). An individual’s social context, such as their personal relationships, can
influence the entrepreneurial learning process (Cope, 2005; Pittaway and Cope, 2007; Jones and Iredale,
2010) through social networks which may enable, or disable, an individual’s access to information and
resources (Starr and Macmillan, 1990; Dubini and Aldrich, 1991; Hanson, 1996, Taylor and Thorpe, 2004) and
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influence their decision making (Cope, 2008; Thorp and Goldstein, 2010; Pittaway et al, 2011). Prior research
has established that entrepreneurs often learn from peers (Taylor and Thorpe, 2004; Cope, 2005) seeking
guidance of another whom they perceive to have a superior entrepreneurial understanding or ability. Moreover,
they also partner with each other formally or informally thereby co-participating in a shared learning
experience (Taylor and Thorpe, 2004; Binks et al, 2006; Lobler, 2006; Pittaway and Cope, 2007b; Pittaway
and Thorpe, 2012). The collaborative nature of the entrepreneurial learning process would suggest that
student led enterprise groups could be a suitable platform for enhancing students’ entrepreneurial
development alongside traditional curriculum models.
Enterprise and entrepreneurship education can be a difficult discipline to design and implement due its
complexity and variability (Gibb, 2002; Mueller and Anderson, 2014). Educators face the challenge that they
must meet prescribed academic standards and ensure students pass their assessments but also employ
innovative teaching methods (Carey and Matlay, 2011; Pittaway and Edwards, 2012; European Commission,
2013). Subsequently, the enterprise curriculum is often geared towards ‘through’ approaches whereby skills
and techniques are taught but the onus is on application and practice (Neck and Greene, 2011). Experiential
learning opportunities whereby tutors act as facilitators to student learning are regarded as optimal (Lobler,
2006; Pittaway and Cope, 2007; Lilischkis et al, 2015) but can face challenges of bureaucratic constraints,
large class sizes and inappropriate teaching spaces (Carey and Matlay, 2011; Henry, 2013).
Although Kolb’s experiential learning model (Kolb, 1984) has been criticised for oversimplifying the complexity
of the learning process through presenting it as a stepwise approach, the model has become particularly
dominant within the entrepreneurial learning research in large part due to the practical nature of
entrepreneurship (Wang and Chugh, 2014; Pittaway et al, 2015). With learning through doing having become
a core component of enterprise education curriculum (Lobler, 2006; Neck and Greene, 2011), extracurricular
enterprise activities have been embraced as important mechanisms for students to practice and experiment
with their entrepreneurial skills (Pittaway et al, 2011; Rae et al, 2012; Pittaway et al, 2015). This research
examines a facet of such extracurricular activities, enterprise groups that are led by students, to ascertain
group roles and activities and how they may act as a platform for learning.
Prior studies in this area have collected data through mainly UK-US HE comparative studies (Pittaway et al,
2011; Pittaway et al, 2015). This study’s originality lays in its narrowing of focus, utilising a case study
research strategy, to gather rich in depth and contextualised data regarding specific groups’ activities and their
potential to contribute to entrepreneurial learning. A review of group leadership and the potential differences
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compared to general membership learning and development is also lacking in the existing literature and is a
component of this study. The following research question was therefore explored:
In what ways can student led enterprise groups contribute to entrepreneurial learning?

Methodology
A social constructionist paradigm, informed by the researcher’s epistemological and ontological beliefs, was
adopted that acknowledged the multiple variables that may influence an individual’s entrepreneurial
development, such as family, online sources and educational influences (Rae and Carswell, 2001; Davidsson
and Honig, 2003; Rae, 2004). Entrepreneurial learning from a constructionist stance recognises the subjective
nature of knowledge and the learning process (Wang and Chugh, 2014) with students’ learning considered to
be situated (Lave and Wenger, 1991; Biggs, 1999) and understood most effectively within individual contexts.
The research was premised on the stance that each individual brings to the entrepreneurial learning process a
learning history (Reuber and Fischer 1999; Cope, 2005; Politis, 2005) and levels of entrepreneurial
experience (Harvey and Evans 1995) which are dynamic and constantly evolving (Cope, 2005).
Consequently, a case study methodology was deemed appropriate to explore the phenomenon within its
particular context (Yin, 2014). Although, single institution case studies without a quantitative element may be
limited in terms of generalizability (Eisenhardt, 1989; Meyer, 2001), the aim of the study was to explore the
phenomenon within its real-life context acknowledging the subjective experiences of individuals (Eisenhardt,
1989; Meyer, 2001; Yin, 2014). The particular HEI that was chosen was known to the researcher whom had
been informally observing the activities of student enterprise groups within that institution for two years prior to
data collection. Secondary research, including review of groups’ websites and publically available promotional
material, provided the contextual understanding of the case, 8 in depth semi-structured interviews and a focus
group enabled students to articulate their activities in their own words both as individuals and in discussions
related to their peers. As data was collected over two academic years, viewpoints were gathered from two
different groups which provided rich within case analysis but may also assist against researcher bias (Yin,
2014).
The researcher was aware that their position as a HEI staff member within the chosen case study institution
may lead to concerns regarding subjectivity and neutrality (Charmaz, 2006; Dwyer and Buckle, 2009).
Therefore, a reflexive approach was adopted through critical analysis of the researcher’s potential influence
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upon the data at each stage of the research process (Letherby et al, 2013). Using a reflective logbook, the
researcher’s relationship with the case study institution and the research participants was reviewed to search
for possible biases in the data collection and analysis processes. This process further encouraged lines of
enquiry that were critical of the phenomenon, exploring the limitations of and challenges facing the groups,
alongside their merits.

2013/2014 academic year
Prior to data collection, a series of documents (Table 1) with permission from the group leadership, were
collected to provide factual information that would: enhance understanding of the phenomena, help in
identifying the sample to be interviewed, and assist in designing interview topic guides.
Academic year 2013/14

Academic year 2014/15

Group website

Group website

Group social media pages, including Facebook,

Group social media pages, including Facebook,

Twitter and YouTube

Twitter and YouTube

Group’s yearly strategic plan

External promotional leaflet

Feedback report compiled by the President built upon

Internal newsletters sent to members

data collected from members after events
Internal newsletters sent to members
Table 1: Documents used to enhance understanding of group activity
Data was collected in academic year 2013/14 from the then group leadership and general membership. The
intention in seeking interviews with group leaders specifically was to establish whether those individuals most
heavily involved in the implementation and delivery of group activities would identify different types, or levels,
of learning in relation to general members. The 2013/14 interviews were focused predominantly on the role
and activities of the group historically and at that particular time and provided valuable contextual information
for the design of data collection academic year 2014/15.
Qualitative sampling, rather than random sampling, was used to select a small group of individuals that would
provide rich data for the study (Meyer, 2001). Consequently, the sample is not intended to be representative
of the student population at that institution or more generally. Topics included: the role and activities of the
group, the participants’ level of involvement and learning gains, and the challenges faced.
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Participant

Gender

Student status

Course

1

Male

2

Male

3

Male

Final year
International
undergraduate
First year UK
undergraduate
First year UK
undergraduate

4

Female

5

Male

BA
International
Business
BA Business
Studies
BSc Maritime
Business and
Logistics
BSc Events
Management
BA Business
Enterprise

Final year UK
undergraduate
Second year UK
undergraduate

Entrepreneurial
experience
None

Membership
status
General
member

One start up

Incoming
President
General
member

One start up

One start up
One start up

General
member
Outgoing
President

Table 2: 2013/14 interview participants
Participant

Gender

Student status

Course

1

Male

Final year UK
undergraduate

BSc Business
Enterprise

Entrepreneurial
experience
One start up with
(2) and (4)

2

Male

Final year UK
undergraduate

BSc Business
Enterprise

One start up with
(1) and (4)

3

Male
Male

BSc Business
Enterprise
BA Business
Studies

Two start ups

4

Second year UK
undergraduate
Final year UK
undergraduate

One start up with
(1) and (2)

Membership
status
Former coPresident with
(2)
Former coPresident with
(1)
President
Executive
committee
member

Table 3: 2013/14 Focus group participants
The focus group only included members in leadership roles and, similar to the interviews, topics included the
role and activities of the group but also opportunities for both individual and group learning.
2014/2015 academic year
The topic guides were refined for the following academic year to move the focus away from roles and activities
to specifically examining the potential the groups may have as a learning platform.
Participant

Gender

Student status

Course

1

Male

Second year
International
undergraduate

2

Male

Second year UK
undergraduate

BSc
Mechanical
Design and
Manufacturing
BA Business
Studies

3

Male

Second year UK
undergraduate

BA 3D Design

Entrepreneurial
experience
Two start ups

Membership
status
Incoming
President

One start up with
former Group
member
None

Outgoing
President
Executive
committee
member

Table 4; 2014/15 Interview participants
9

Students in leadership roles were interviewed separately rather than invited to a focus group as in the
previous year. This was to enable them to discuss their learning experiences frankly, as interviewee feedback
from the previous year found that a focus group format had actually hindered some aspects of student ability
to express concerns they might have held about the group. Topics included: individual’s entrepreneurial
experience, motivations for joining the group, their perceptions of entrepreneurial learning and the influences
upon their learning. The broad scope of the topic guide and the flexibility of a semi-structured interview
enabled students the freedom to discuss multiple variables that may influence their entrepreneurial
development (Rae and Carswell, 2001; Davidsson and Honig, 2003; Rae, 2004).
Throughout both academic years, the researcher participated in some of the group’s activities such as
attending student enterprise events and conferences and used these as an opportunity to build rapport with
the participants but also to informally observe their activities. Although observation was not formalised as a
data collection method, participation in, and observation of, these activities provided a richer understanding of
group dynamics and strategic direction.
From the literature review, several themes had been identified as areas of enquiry and the coding of the first
interview consisted of checking the data for these themes. This helped focus analysis by comparing empirical
data with developed theory and arguably enhanced internal validity of the analysis process (Yin, 2014). All
data was transcribed verbatim within three months of collection and included not only spoken words but
pauses, hesitations, laughter and tone to record the context. Memos were taken during the interview of any
codes that sprung to mind, observations regarding body language, and also the researcher’s emotions and
potential biases. These memos were kept separately to be mindful of the differences between what the
interviewee said, and what the researcher may have perceived, enabling data to be effectively separated from
commentary (Glaser and Strauss, 1967).
Manual coding consisted of formulation of a coding table to plot data and allow for common themes and
repeat occurrences to become apparent. Open coding enabled initial generation of concepts from the data,
axial coding developed and linked concepts together into groups and selective coding formalised links
between codes into frameworks. Transcripts were read as a whole several times during the analysis process
to enable immersion and familiarization (Ritchie and Spencer, 1994), and then further refinement made to the
list of codes using the open coding technique. As the list of codes grew a process of selective coding begun to
search for core categories, with the aim to identify the central ideas that are connected to other categories.
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Findings
Exploring the activities of the case study group was straight forward as many of the group activities were
advertised online, including; networking evenings, guest speakers, mentoring sessions, competitions and
social events. The role of the group appeared to be closely aligned to the activities on offer, but also related to
how members perceived the role of that group within their individual circumstances. It was expected that each
participant would be unique in the knowledge, skills and experience that they brought to the group along with
their motivations for engagement (Pittaway et al, 2011; Pittaway et al, 2015). The methodology did not attempt
to divorce perceptions from context but sought to gain a contextual understanding while identifying
commonalities and themes. Therefore findings will be presented under the following themes; experiential
learning, skills development, signposting, social learning and leadership.

Experiential learning
The realities of entrepreneurship can be difficult to simulate in an educational environment, as the curriculum
predominantly awards achievement, but there is a need to add uncertainty into educational programmes to
replicate the circumstances in which a business is set up (Gartner and Vesper, 1994; Pittaway and Cope,
2007a). In the data, participants frequently mentioned the importance they placed upon experimenting with
uncertainty and failure and a desire to undertake more opportunities while at university.
“Learning from mistakes, learning how to handle different situations, different people, different
occasions. That’s something academia does not teach” (2014/15, Interviewee 1)
“The more you practice then the more you know what to do and what not to do. Experimentation is
central” (2014/15, Interviewee 3).
Apparent in the data was students’ desire to learn from doing, “trial by error”, and a frustration with traditional
curricula when didactic methods were used rather than inquiry based approaches.
“I’ve done entrepreneurship modules but I don’t really feel like you can learn much from them. It’s all
this theory, what are the traits of an entrepreneur... how can you start a business... but I don’t think it
necessarily teaches you. You have to put it into practice and learn from others. That’s why I sought
out other activities and resources.” (2014/15, Interviewee 3)
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However, student enterprise groups were not necessarily the only outlet, and sometimes not even considered
the most appropriate outlet for experiential learning, with some students stating that their opportunities to learn
from experimentation were solely limited to work on their own business ventures.

Skills development
‘Interpersonal’, ‘communication’, ‘people’ and ‘enterprise’ skills were all mentioned in the interviews with
varying degrees of overlap in how the skills were perceived to be manifested. Participants felt that although
opportunities for skills development were often made available within their course, the nature of group
activities where you are “pushed in at the deep end” was perceived to accelerate skills development.
“[in the group] you get to learn skills that you wouldn’t anywhere else in the university, especially
networking skills” (2013/14, Interviewee 4)
“You learn to negotiate with businesses and investors. The main thing that I took from getting involved
was better understanding people’s needs, being good at assessing what people need and how to help
them progress. And also team management, such as encouraging people to take on more
responsibility” (2014/15, Interviewee 3)
The development of skills was closely linked to perceptions of enhanced employability. Employability concerns
appear to be both a motivator for initial engagement and perceived outcome.
“I joined four different societies because when you are on that career path, you know you want to
boost your CV as much as possible” (2014/15, Interviewee 2)
The prospect of CV improvement did appear to influence some students decision to join the group, and when
asked about their plans upon graduation, several participants stated they would rather go into employment for
a period to either gather experience for their venture or because they felt a need to save money first. This data
supports findings from other studies whereby student propensity to start a business is stronger when
forecasting three or more years after graduation (Siger et al, 2014). Although, this suggests group
participation is not a clear cut route to business start-up, entrepreneurial intentions may evolve during group
membership and an initial focus on employability can be replaced with a focus upon venture creation.
“I will try my best not to use by CV. I have two businesses now and I want to develop one fully once I
finish university” (2014/15, Interviewee 2)
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Signposting
The group’s role in enhancing skills development and opportunities for experiential learning was not explicit in
their marketing material, it appears that these were either unintended outcomes or not formally recognised by
the group leadership. However, the group’s signposting function was clearly recognised and members
directed others to external business events and/or services or even arranged one-to-one business mentoring
meetings on their behalf. The group leadership saw their role as ‘ambassadors’ for enterprise and
entrepreneurship on campus and worked closely with the stakeholders as identified in Figure 1.
“I think because of the enterprise group I was tapped into a lot of the stuff and that probably pushed
me into setting up my own business. I knew how to get the resources because I knew about it all,
none of it seemed unrelated or new.” (2013/14, Interviewee 4)
One participant when asked if they were aware of how to access business mentoring at the university noted
they did not know but would approach the group if they required access:
“Before knowing about the group I couldn’t find a central place that articulated all the different
enterprise activities the university could offer to me” (2013/14, Focus group participant).
The case study HEI has an enterprise centre which connects university wide enterprise support and enterprise
engaged staff in order to signpost students. However, the data could indicate that communication
improvements are required between student enterprise groups and their stakeholders to encourage joined-up
thinking and discourage duplication of effort (Preedy, 2015).
Social learning
Group activities are in the main centred around social rather than individual activity such as; conferences,
social outings, mentoring sessions and networking opportunities which reflects prior research regarding typical
group activities (Pittaway et al., 2011; NACUE, 2011; NACUE, 2013; Pittaway et al., 2015). Although social
learning, through group activities and projects, is an important aspect of most entrepreneurship education
courses (Pittaway and Edwards, 2012), student led enterprise groups arguably offer a platform for voluntary
peer to peer learning that sits outside of the often politicised environment of in curricula group work and
assessment (Cheng and Warren, 1999; Hillyard et al., 2010).

13

“I think the more access to information you have and the more people you have to talk to about your
idea then the better. It’s about finding ways to mitigate the barriers you have in your mind. I had ideas
but I was too scared to fail, but then it dawned on me after setting up the Group and talking to so
many different people that you have nothing to lose.” (2013/14, Interviewee 5)
Prior studies have highlighted the importance of the building and maintaining of networks; social capital
(Putman, 2000) in enhancing entrepreneurial activities (Greve and Salaff, 2003; Cope et al., 2007), with the
quantity and quality of an entrepreneur’s network linked to levels of entrepreneurial effectiveness (Johannison
et al., 2002; Greve and Salaff, 2003; Cope et al., 2007). These student groups provide students with a readily
available network of likeminded people alongside links to wider networks that may become sources of
knowledge, support and potential finance needed to set up or maintain their venture (Field, 2003; Greve and
Salaff, 2003; Cope et al., 2007).
“The contacts that you make in the group, whether or not you know it at the time, you will probably
know these people for the rest of your life. You can’t start up a business and expect it to run on its
own, you need people” (2014/15, Interviewee 3)

Identified in the data was a desire for students to network with others who are “different” and can “spark new
ideas” but some students felt this was limited by their academic cohort regardless of what course they studied.
“Networking within your little class is hard as everyone is learning the same thing. Networking should
be about meeting people from different fields and areas with new skills and approaches” (2014/15,
Interviewee 1).
The group undertakes events that link students together across disciplines, creating inter-disciplinary networks
bound by a shared interest in entrepreneurship that are utilised to find information, seek advice and mentors
and collaborate on ideas. Participants also stated that their entrepreneurial thought processes were stimulated
during such events as they could interact with a diverse range of individuals.
“Off the back of one of the group trips a business studies student got a robotics business partner,
they set up a business and its going really well. They probably would never have met otherwise.”
(2013/14 Focus group participant)
Networking is an important aspect of entrepreneurial learning and development and students appear to be
using the groups as a networking platform. The use of social media sites and online groups for networking,
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both connected and unconnected to the group, also featured heavily in the data. However, it was noted that
the majority of group members were from the Business School and this potentially hinders the opportunity for
inter-disciplinary networks and inhibit individual student learning.
“Most people in the group are on business related courses. They are more regimented, less creative. I
would like to increase the creativity levels within the group so people can apply ideas practically”
(2014/15, Interviewee 3).
Although, Business Schools have traditionally dominated the provision of enterprise education both in and
outside of the curriculum (Carey and Matlay, 2011; Penaluna et al., 2012; Lilischkis et al., 2015) this can
hinder opportunities for inter-disciplinary learning (Hannon, 2007; Thorp and Goldstein, 2010). It appears that
students seek out student enterprise groups in order to meet a diverse range of contacts but are faced with a
lack of member diversity.
The groups role in bringing together like-minded students with common goals, to support and nurture one
another, encourages social processes of group working that may also act as an important basis for individual
learning, as individuals “socially share” knowledge before reflecting and processing it themselves (Vygotsky,
1978).

The social bonding and the friendships that formed between members was apparent with some

participants acting as mentors for others with leadership members in particular often supporting others on an
individual basis. All incoming and outgoing presidents provided examples of when they had emotionally
supported other members of the group, often encouraging them to experiment with a business idea. It appears
that the group has formed an entrepreneurial community akin to a ‘community of practice’ (Lave and Wenger,
1991).
Leadership

A key outcome of participation in the groups may reside in the development of entrepreneurial leadership
orientations. Entrepreneurial leadership is premised in a human capital framework: as a social process
through which relational learning is practiced (Leitch et al., 2013). In their empirical research, Bagheri and
Pihie (2010) demonstrated differential approaches to entrepreneurial leadership learning exhibited by
participants. Some participants emphasised real life task completion as central to learning whilst others
emphasised learning through social interaction, reflection and observation. In this sense there is a close link
between the activities of the student enterprise groups and the development of a range of social and
interpersonal competences which support the enactment of entrepreneurial leadership.
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The influence that the leadership of a student enterprise group, usually a President supported by an executive
committee, can have upon the activities and direction of the group has been noted in prior studies (Pittaway et
al., 2011). Those in leadership roles are well placed for enhanced entrepreneurial learning as a result of the
responsibilities and opportunities they are exposed to (Pittaway et al., 2011; Pittaway et al., 2015). This was
an emergent theme in the data.
“I think the leader has higher level thinking as a result… you develop a lot more than the general
members, especially your organisation and monitoring skills” (2014/15, Interviewee 2)

“Being a President, hopefully it’s going to help me determine what sort of leader I want to be in the
future and hone my people skills” (2015/16, Interviewee 1)

However, some members noted that being in a leadership role could be burdensome and the time spent
organising activities could detract away from their own learning and development. The learning achieved from
leadership roles is a potential area for further research.
Discussion
This study examined the role and activities of student led enterprise groups at UK HEIs and their potential as
a learning platform. It was found that students perceived their main learning benefits to be; experiential
learning opportunities, skills development, in particular networking skills, increased awareness of enterprise
support and leadership orientation. The development of an entrepreneurial community was apparent and the
emotional support between members alongside practical guidance was highly valued by members.
Group membership has an important role to play in encouraging networking opportunities and the building of
social capital which has been closely linked in prior studies with enhanced entrepreneurial performance
(Deakins and Freel, 1998; Field, 2003; Greve and Salaff, 2003). Aside from the groups, participants utilised
several other sources to develop their knowledge such as online networks, their own businesses and
stakeholders who interacted with the group (Figure 1). The results suggest a greater scope for student led
groups to collaborate with industry practitioners thereby accessing a wider diversity of contacts and enabling
stronger professional and personal networks.
When asked to describe their learning influences, respondents found it difficult to accurately define the source.
Pittaway et al (2011) noted that student entrepreneurial learning accumulates and can be difficult to define
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and pinpoint. This has implications for this study and future research - how to examine student group’s
contribution to entrepreneurial learning when the multiplicity of influencing variables are difficult to pinpoint,
even by the students themselves? However, there were common themes during discussions of learning that
aligned closely with both experiential (Kolb, 1984) and social learning theory (Bandura, 1977; Vygotsky, 1978).
There is often confusion in distinguishing enterprise, entrepreneurship and employability activities due to an
overlap in aims and activities (Sewell and Pool, 2010; Rae et al, 2012; Henry, 2013) and this was reflected in
the data with the terms being used interchangeably. In particular, skills development was perceived as
important for assisting students with both their business ventures and enhancing their employability prospects
which suggests that the groups offer a dual function of encouraging entrepreneurial activity but also preparing
students for the graduate job market.
Conclusion
A case study approach challenges the notion that entrepreneurial learning is an individual pursuit (Taylor and
Thorpe, 2004; Hamilton, 2011) and supports calls for more research on entrepreneurial learning within a
social context (Cope, 2001; 2005). This study informs this limited literature on student enterprise groups
(Pittaway et al, 2011; Pittaway et al, 2015) and provides fresh insight into the entrepreneurial learning
processes of students, (Pittaway and Cope, 2007; Pittaway et al., 2011; Pittaway et al, 2015).
For enterprise educators, particularly for those who believe that learning is rooted within an individual’s
context and are willing to adapt educational practice according to student feedback (Assor et al., 2002; Reeve
et al., 2004), the study offers an enhanced understanding of how educators support student led learning
activities. This study offers further insight into the resources and tools students are accessing to enhance their
enterprise knowledge, skills and behaviours outside of the traditional curriculum. By encouraging students to
engage with their intrinsic motivations for learning, engagement in enterprise education may be increased and
ultimately maintained (Niemiec and Ryan, 2009).
For policy, additional insight is provided into mechanisms for encouraging numbers of enterprising graduates;
a perceived route to enhancing national competitiveness (Witty, 2013; BIS, 2014). Recent government reports
have called for every UK HEI to have a student enterprise group but have recognised the difficulty in
measuring their benefits to the student population (Young, 2014). This study provides empirical data on group
roles, activities and potential as a platform for learning. This research informs the HEI sector regarding the
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value of Entrepreneurship groups upon their student members in terms of enhancing both their employability
and self-employability skills.
In terms of study limitations, the authors accept that the study had a small sample size and relied upon
student perceptions of their own learning which is subjective. The study was also dominated by male full-time
undergraduates, which is reflective of the gender bias within many UK student enterprise groups (NACUE,
2011; 2013), but underrepresentation of these groups within research only reinforces their marginalisation.
The operations of these student groups differs greatly from one HEI to another and crucial in researching
these groups is recognition that activities are highly contextualised (Pittaway et al., 2015) and each student
joins the group with a different base of knowledge, skills and experience (Lave and Wenger, 1991; Pittaway et
al, 2011). Ultimately, this study was not intended to produce generalisable data but to enhance understanding
of the phenomenon of student led enterprise groups; their role and activities and their potential as a learning
platform.
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