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Although there are studies verifying that strategic entrepreneurship is 

positively related to the risk resistance and performance of enterprises, it is 

unclear how enterprises can implement effective strategic entrepreneurial 

activities in dynamic situations. This research aims to explore why and 

how the entrepreneur’s social identity influences and drives firm’s strategic 

entrepreneurial activities. In this study, it applied case study method to interview 

a technology-based family firms that have effectively conducted strategic 

entrepreneurial activities to meet challenges, and uses grounded theory for 

data analysis. The research finds that (1) the social identity of entrepreneurs 

actively promotes the strategic entrepreneurial activities of enterprises; (2) 

sustainable leadership mediates the relationship between social identity and 

strategic entrepreneurship; (3) at different stages of enterprise development, 

entrepreneurs dynamically adjust their social identity types to enhance 

sustainable leadership; (4) through the focus and extension of technological 

advantages, sustainable leadership ensures that enterprises can promote the 

implementation of strategic entrepreneurial behavior by disintegrating and 

integrating the value chain. This study explores the strategic entrepreneurship 

path of family firms and also provides new insights for future research on the 

strategic entrepreneurship and sustainable growth of such firms.
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Introduction

Family firms are owned and typically managed by family members (Shepherd and 
Haynie, 2009). These firms have greater liberty to act unilaterally and idiosyncratically than 
non-family firms, so the behavior of them is distinctively influenced by the characteristics 
of family owners and managers (Chrisman and Patel, 2012). Among them, one typical 
representative is technology-based family firms, where the family members master the 

TYPE Original Research
PUBLISHED 
DOI 10.3389/fpsyg.2022.903927

OPEN ACCESS

EDITED BY

Katarzyna Piwowar-Sulej,  
Wroclaw University of Economics, Poland

REVIEWED BY

Zara Tahir,  
International Islamic University,  
Islamabad, Pakistan
Semih Çayak,  
Ministry of National Education, Turkey

*CORRESPONDENCE

Qing Yin  
yinqing@mail.ecust.edu.cn

SPECIALTY SECTION

This article was submitted to  
Organizational Psychology,  
a section of the journal  
Frontiers in Psychology

RECEIVED 24 March 2022
ACCEPTED 05 September 2022
PUBLISHED 

CITATION

Liu G, Yin Q and Zhang L (2022) Relations 
between entrepreneur’s social identity and 
strategic entrepreneurship: Sustainable 
leadership as mediator.
Front. Psychol. 13:903927.
doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2022.903927

COPYRIGHT

© 2022 Liu, Yin and Zhang. This is an 
open-access article distributed under the 
terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 
License (CC BY). The use, distribution or 
reproduction in other forums is permitted, 
provided the original author(s) and the 
copyright owner(s) are credited and that 
the original publication in this journal is 
cited, in accordance with accepted 
academic practice. No use, distribution or 
reproduction is permitted which does not 
comply with these terms.

26 September 2022

26 September 2022

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.3389/fpsyg.2022.903927%EF%BB%BF&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-09-26
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.903927/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.903927/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.903927/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.903927/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.903927/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#editorial-board
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.903927
mailto:yinqing@mail.ecust.edu.cn
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.903927
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


Liu et al. 10.3389/fpsyg.2022.903927

Frontiers in Psychology 02 frontiersin.org

advanced technologies, production processes and patents of 
product manufacturing. These technologies and resources can 
be  used to produce products with excellent performance and 
broad market that are difficult to be  imitated or surpassed by 
competitors in a short period of time (Rydehell, 2020).

Over the past 40 years of reform and opening up, China’s 
economy has undergone a transition from a planned economy to 
a market economy. In this process, the relationship between 
market and the government has undergone fundamental changes, 
which have had profound impacts on various economic forces, 
including state-owned and private firms. Technology-based family 
firms, as a typical representative of family firms, are purely market-
based and have been growing and developing continuously with 
the continuous marketization of the Chinese economy. These 
firms are distributed in various areas such as new materials, new 
energy, information technology, artificial intelligence and 
integrated circuits, and have become an important force in 
promoting technological innovation, increasing employment and 
improving people’s livelihood.

However, most family firms are small in scale and produce a 
single type of product, which leads to the weak anti-risk capability 
and makes them vulnerable to dynamic situations. For instance, 
in the context of severe fluctuations in the global industrial chain 
and supply chain caused by the current global economic turmoil 
and the COVID-19 epidemic, many family firms, especially 
technology-based ones, have encountered serious challenges, such 
as the disruption of the supply of core raw materials and the 
disruption of the division of labor in the value chain. These firms 
are likely to be faced with the dilemma that normal production 
cannot be guaranteed and the market shrinks sharply. Therefore, 
the practical problem of how to deal with the impact of the 
turbulent situation and promote the better and faster development 
of the family firms is expected to be explored.

As a management tool for firms to effectively deal with risks 
and challenges, strategic entrepreneurship (SE) pursues the 
exploration of future business fields and the development of 
existing businesses at the same time (Webb et al., 2010), which 
means that it emphasizes the pursuit of new development 
opportunities through integration while pursuing current 
competitive advantages (Hitt et  al., 2011). Therefore, it is 
considered to be  an important approach for firms to capture 
opportunities (Withers et al., 2018), seek advantages and achieve 
sustainable development (Hitt et al., 2001).

The existing studies on SE in family firms have been discussed 
from the perspectives of resource orchestration (Chirico et al., 
2011), inter-generational succession (Lee et  al., 2019), family 
involvement (Bendig et al., 2020), internationalization strategy 
(Arregle et al., 2017; Zahra, 2020) and so on. Related studies have 
mainly focused on the relationship between family business 
control and SE (Boellis et  al., 2016), the trans-generational 
entrepreneurial family firms (Nelson and Constantinidis, 2017; 
Clinton et al., 2018), the impact of SE on firm performance and 
strategy change (Arregle et  al., 2017; Zahra, 2020), and the 
exploration and exploitation behavior in the family firms SE 

(Ireland and Webb, 2009; Hughes et  al., 2021). There are few 
studies on the behavior mechanism of SE in family firms, and 
there is still a lack of understanding of why and how firms choose 
specific strategic entrepreneurial paths and behavior. This 
significant gap may make it difficult for existing theories to 
provide effective and clear action guidance for the SE of family 
businesses, which can lead to the practical problem that the 
managers do not know how to carry out SE activities.

In order to address this gap, this paper takes PX Electronics 
Co., LTD (hereinafter referred to as “PX Electronics”), a 
technology-based family business that has maintained good 
growth through strategic entrepreneurial activities in a dynamic 
context, as a sample case, and applies the grounded theory 
methodology to conduct an exploratory case study. PX Electronics 
has undergone two major strategic changes since its inception, and 
at each stage the entrepreneur was able to select appropriate 
strategic entrepreneurial paths and behaviors to effectively address 
various challenges. Therefore, we  would like to discover the 
general rules behind this enterprise and provide reference for 
more family business strategic entrepreneurship. For achieving 
this objective, this paper aims to address the following 
research questions:

 • Why do family firms entrepreneur choose this different 
strategic entrepreneurial behaviors and path at specific stages?

 • How does entrepreneur’s social identity affect strategic 
entrepreneurship at various stages of business development?

Answering these questions is important for several reasons. 
First, it helps to clarify the common norms of the family firms 
strategy entrepreneurial path, and summarize the mechanism for 
such firms to achieve sustainable development. Second, it can also 
provide decision-making reference for entrepreneurs to exert their 
initiative, choose appropriate strategic entrepreneurial behaviors, 
and achieve rapid growth of family firms.

This article has the following research contributions. First, this 
study provides a new explanatory framework for the path selection 
mechanism of SE in family firms. Based on the social identity 
theory of entrepreneurs (Fauchart and Gruber, 2011; Powell and 
Baker, 2014; Wry and York, 2019), this paper constructs a strategic 
entrepreneurial path model for technology-based family 
businesses from the perspective of dynamic identity evolution. 
The mechanism of strategic entrepreneurial path selection and 
behavioral mechanism of technology-based family firms in 
different entrepreneurial contexts are explained, and provides a 
theoretical framework for future empirical research and theory 
development. Second, this study responds to the call for in-depth 
research on SL by scholars (Hallinger and Suriyankietkaew, 2018; 
Iqbal et al., 2018, 2020, 2021; Burawat, 2019), and expands the 
research related to SL behavior. This study finds that the SL of 
entrepreneurs plays an important role in the implementation of 
firms’ strategic entrepreneurial activities, and expands the 
application of SL in family firms entrepreneurial activities. 
Furthermore, this paper enriches the research on the 
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entrepreneurial social identity literature. This study responds to 
scholars’ calls for research on the multiplicity and dynamics of 
entrepreneurial identity (Powell and Baker, 2014, 2017; Pan et al., 
2019; Mmbaga et al., 2020), clarifies the dynamic evolution of 
entrepreneurial social identity with changes in entrepreneurial 
contexts, and explores the impact mechanisms of the evolution of 
entrepreneurial social identity on entrepreneurial behavior, which 
expands relevant research on entrepreneurial identity theory, and 
also provides a useful exploration of the subjective motivation of 
entrepreneurs in SE.

The remainder of this study is organized as follows. Section 
two reviews the literature on SL, SE and social identity of 
entrepreneur. Section three describes research methodology and 
research design. Section four is case analysis and data coding. 
Section five reports the case finding and research results. Finally, 
the article ends with conclusions and limitations, and at the same 
time presents directions for further research.

Literature review

Entrepreneur’s social identity

Entrepreneurial identity is a set of claims around the founders, 
organizations, and market opportunities of an entrepreneurial 
entity that gives meaning to questions of “who we are” and “what 
we  do” (Navis and Glynn, 2011). In the research domain of 
entrepreneurial identity, role identity theory and social identity 
theory are two different theoretical perspectives concerned with 
self-concept and the nature of an individual’s normative behavior 
(Stets and Burke, 2000; Hogg et al., 2012; Zuzul and Tripsas, 2020). 
Social identity theory focuses on inter-group relations and 
explains how the behavior of individuals and groups is derived 
through self-categorization and social comparison processes 
(Tajfel and Turner, 1979; Hogg and Terry, 2000). Entrepreneurs’ 
long-term prominent identity type and identity structure 
determine the firms’ strategic response to adversity (Powell and 
Baker, 2014; Gruber and MacMillan, 2017), so this theory also 
explains how entrepreneurs take different behaviors in the face of 
similar environments (Fauchart and Gruber, 2011), and analyzes 
why entrepreneurs are more likely to connect with some groups 
than others (Powell and Baker, 2017).

Fauchart and Gruber (2011) divide the entrepreneur’s social 
identity into Darwinian, Communitarian and Missionary based 
on the social motivations, self-evaluation basis and individual 
frame of reference. The three social identity types encompass 
different levels of social inclusion, expanding from “self ” economic 
interests to “our” community interests to “whole society” overall 
interests (Fauchart and Gruber, 2011; Sieger et  al., 2016; Pan 
et al., 2019).

Entrepreneurs who fall into Darwinian category focus 
primarily on establishing strong and profitable firms, and their 
primary motive is to make profits and accumulate personal 
wealth. This makes them value a professional “business school” 

approach to creating and running a firm, and pay close attention 
to managing their firms according to solid business principles. 
They try to gain a competitive advantage by differentiating their 
firms from the competitors (Fauchart and Gruber, 2011; Powell 
and Baker, 2014, 2017; Mmbaga et al., 2020). Entrepreneurs with 
Communitarian-type social identity are enthused by their ability 
to contribute to the community with their innovative products 
and value the support they receive from community members 
during the entrepreneurial journey (Fauchart and Gruber, 2011; 
Gruber and MacMillan, 2017). Missionary founders believe that 
firms can be powerful agents of social change. Therefore, they are 
committed to being agents of social change, positively impacting 
the well-being of others, and acting in a responsible, transparent 
and empathetic manner (Fauchart and Gruber, 2011; Powell and 
Baker, 2014; Pan et al., 2019; Mmbaga et al., 2020).

When the social identity of entrepreneurs is consistent with 
the self-expectation, they will show more positive emotions 
(Murnieks et al., 2016) and entrepreneurial self-efficacy (Brändle 
et al., 2018). When the social identity of entrepreneurs is similar 
to the expectations of stakeholders, they can obtain more 
identification, trust and resource support from stakeholders 
(Busenitz et al., 2014; Porck et al., 2018; Ashforth Blake et al., 
2020), and enhance the effectiveness of management (Ireland and 
Webb, 2007; Mmbaga et al., 2020).

Identity and leadership

Akerlof and Kranton (2010) pointed out that individual actors 
use their power to control followers, and this old-model leadership 
is not only costly, but also has the signal of distrust, which can 
easily cause the division between each other (see also Akerlof, 
2011). Recently, inspired by social identity theory (Tajfel and 
Turner, 1979) and self-classification theory (Turner et al., 1987), 
some scholars have proposed a social identity approach to 
leadership. It assumes that leadership is a social influence process 
that is structured by people’s social group memberships.

Leadership does not operate in a vacuum but centers on a 
sense of shared group membership between leaders and followers 
within a given social context (e.g., as members of a team, 
department, or organization). Here, the more leaders are attuned 
to the social identity that they share with followers (a sense of 
“we-ness”), the more influential and trusted they are likely to 
be (Barreto and Hogg, 2017; Van Dick et al., 2018). Many studies 
have supported these ideas and shown, for instance, that the more 
prototypical leaders are of the group that they are leading (i.e., the 
more they are seen to embody the norms, values, and goals of their 
group), the more effective they are securing more follower 
support, and having greater leeway to make decisions (Platow 
et al., 2015; Barreto and Hogg, 2017).

Based on this, some scholars put forward the construct of 
identity leadership (van Dick and Kerschreiter, 2016; Van Dick 
et al., 2018; Haslam et al., 2017). Because identity leadership is 
centered on power through followers (Turner, 2005), it is a more 
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promising new leadership model. Employee perceived identity 
leadership is uniquely related to important indicators of leadership 
effectiveness, including employees relationship with their team 
(identification and perceived team support), well-being (job 
satisfaction and reduced burnout), and performance (citizenship 
and innovative behavior at work; Smith et al., 2018; Van Dick 
et al., 2018).

Sustainable leadership

Sustainable leadership originated from Rhineland 
management (Avery and Bergsteiner, 2016) and effective 
leadership theory (Iqbal et al., 2018), in the assumption of which 
organizations are viewed as a part of an open system that 
emphasizes the responsibilities of the organizations to the society 
and stakeholders. As an emerging type of leadership, sustainable 
leadership contributes to the organizational performance in the 
context of current and future environmental, economic, and social 
goals(McCann and Holt, 2010; Iqbal and Piwowar-Sulej, 2022), 
sustainable leaders, stimulate and inspire followers focusing on 
their needs, and-like participative leaders-involve employees in 
decision-making. They use positive behaviors as a method to 
guide others which is in line with positive leadership(Salmi et al., 
2014; Gerard et al., 2017; Iqbal and Piwowar-Sulej, 2022).

Sustainable leaders need to have a long-term perspective, 
corporate social responsibility and ethical behavior (Hallinger and 
Suriyankietkaew, 2018) to improve the lives of all company 
stakeholders and to generate current and future profits for the 
organization (McCann and Holt, 2010; McCann and Sweet, 2013). 
According to Ferdig (2007), the sustainable leaders act responsibly 
by comprehending and acting on sustainable issues irrespective of 
their formal leadership positions. Avery (2005) emphasized that 
sustainable leaders should promote systemic innovation in order 
to develop a skilled, engaged, and loyal workforce, deliver quality 
products and services, and add value. According to Slankis (2006), 
SL includes 10 pillars such as change orientation, high credibility, 
patience, translational skills, energy and passion, foster 
persuasiveness, mentoring, development.

As an effective leadership style to improve the competitive 
advantage and overall performance of an organization, sustainable 
leadership has impacts on many resources. It enhances knowledge 
sharing, development of employees, participation, and 
empowerment (Iqbal and Piwowar-Sulej, 2022; Iqbal and Ahmad, 
2020; Gjerde and Ladegård, 2019). Finally, sustainable leaders 
construct positive narratives in organizational context leading to 
increase in subordinates’ energy (Di Fabio, 2017). This requires 
leaders to pay attention to the long-term well-being and stability 
of the organization in the decision-making process, so as to meet 
the needs of the current generation without compromising the 
needs of future generations (McCann and Holt, 2010).

Additionally, SL practices, including valuing employees, a 
shared vision, social responsibility, and friendly labor relations, 
can significantly drive long-term corporate performance 

(Suriyankietkaew and Avery, 2016). Sustainable leaders should 
focus on capacity building, sustainable change, and long-term 
outcomes, which allows them to look beyond immediate 
short-term interests to a larger context when pursuing 
sustainable development goals (Hallinger and Suriyankietkaew, 
2018). SL enables organizations to learn better, faster, more 
flexible and more adaptable than their competitors (Hargreaves 
and Fink, 2012). However, SL is still in its infancy, and there is 
an urgent need to extend this domain in the literature 
(Burawat, 2019).

Strategic entrepreneurship and family 
firm SE

Hitt et al. (2001) were first proposed the concept of strategic 
entrepreneurship, which has been in development for 20 years 
now. During this period, scholars have focused on the 
connotation, nature, resource management, and other aspects 
of strategic entrepreneurship have been and made great 
progress. Early research focused on a process perspective, which 
described strategic entrepreneurship as a successful 
combination of strategic management and entrepreneurship, 
including entrepreneurial actions taken from a strategic 
perspective and strategic behaviors taken from an 
entrepreneurial perspective, as well as creating more wealth for 
the firm (Hitt et al., 2001; Ireland et al., 2003).

Significant progress has been made in the following research. 
The concept of strategic entrepreneurship was subsequently 
enriched by different scholars in terms of elements and dimensions 
(Ireland et al., 2003; Hitt et al., 2011), entrepreneurial orientation 
(Dess and Lumpkin, 2005), and exploration and exploitation 
(Ireland and Webb, 2009). In particular, Ireland and Webb (2007) 
argued that SE is composed of two types of activities: 
entrepreneurial opportunity seeking (exploration) and strategic 
advantage seeking (exploitation). Schindehutte and Morris (2009) 
pointed out that strategic entrepreneurship is an independent 
paradigm and a conceptual domain of how decision-makers take 
advantage of the creative potential of complex dynamic systems. 
Simsek et al. (2017) emphasized that strategic entrepreneurship is 
a logical set of enterprise behavior decision-making system. 
Although scholars have given different descriptions of strategic 
entrepreneurship, leading to a blurring of the boundaries of 
strategic entrepreneurship, there is a basic consensus that strategic 
entrepreneurship is an organizational innovation that integrates 
opportunity-seeking and advantage-seeking behaviors (Ireland 
and Webb, 2007, 2009; Mazzeii et al., 2017).

Only by organically combining opportunity seeking and 
advantage seeking, and making a reasonable allocation of 
resources between the two type of activities, can the success of SE 
be achieved (Ireland and Webb, 2009; Mazzeii et al., 2017). The 
sustainable development of enterprises is not only a process of 
continuous opportunity seeking, but also a process of searching 
for strategic advantages through resource allocation. Therefore, 
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the SE theory can provide a new perspective for the study of 
sustainable development of enterprises by organically integrating 
the value creation behavior and advantage construction behavior 
of enterprises.

In the strategic entrepreneurship theory, through the 
integrated research on entrepreneurial behavior and strategic 
behavior, on the one hand, it can use entrepreneurial behavior 
to identify and develop entrepreneurial opportunities, enabling 
enterprises to enter new markets or develop new products and 
services to seek greater value creation. On the other hand, 
through strategic behaviors, it can help explore the key 
resources and resource allocation for enterprises to build 
competitive advantages in an uncertain dynamic environment, 
so as to achieve the organic integration of corporate value 
creation and competitive advantage construction (Hitt et al., 
2001; Luke and Verreynne, 2006).

Research on SE in family firms has received more academic 
attention after 2011, the related studies focus on resource 
orchestration and strategic entrepreneurial performance in 
family firms (Chirico et al., 2011), inter-generational succession 
and SE (Nelson and Constantinidis, 2017), family involvement 
and entrepreneurial decision (Boellis et al., 2016; Arregle et al., 
2017), and other aspects. However, the previous literature has 
not thoroughly explored the path selection and behavioral 
mechanisms of family firms in special stages of SE. This may 
make it difficult for the existing theories to provide effective 
and clear action guidance for the SE of family firms, and the 
company does not know how to promote its SE at different 
stages and to take full use of the dual advantages of strategy 
and entrepreneurship. Therefore, the purpose of this paper is 
to explore how and why family firms choose different strategic 
entrepreneurial paths in dynamic contexts, so as to effectively 
address risk challenges and contribute to sustainable business  
growth.

Research review

The literature review found that the content and objects of the 
research on SE of family firms are diverse and cross-disciplinary. 
Researchers have conducted studies from multiple perspectives to 
strengthen the micro-foundations of entrepreneurship theory. 
They analyzed the motivations and outcomes of SE, but there is a 
lack of research on the paths of SE. Although scholars recognize 
that entrepreneurial identity has an important impact on 
entrepreneurial behavior and corporate strategy, and that 
appropriate identity narratives can enhance entrepreneurial 
leadership, managerial effectiveness, and resource integration 
capabilities. However, there is few researches on the diversity and 
dynamics of identities, especially how entrepreneurs develop and 
dynamically evolve their identities (Leitch and Harrison, 2016), 
and the impact of identity dynamics on leadership remains to 
be studied in depth.

Materials and methods

Method and case selection

Method selection
The longitudinal single case study research was chosen in this 

paper for the following reasons.
First, the purpose of this study is to answer the questions of 

how family firms achieve sustainable growth in highly dynamic 
market environment, and how and why entrepreneurs can choose 
various paths for SE at a specific stage in the development of the 
enterprise. A dynamic process and a longitudinal single case study 
can help to understand the dynamic evolutionary process 
(Pettigrew, 1990; Yin, 2014). Second, the questions of this study 
include “why” and “how” category, and the previous literature 
does not adequately answer such questions, so case studies are 
suitable for answering this question (Yin, 2014). Third, this paper 
adopts the theoretical construction paradigm of putting forward 
the relevant propositions by means of the case analysis, and the 
case study research is a suitable method for this paradigm 
(Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007; Eisenhardt, 1989). Fourth, in 
terms of the number of cases, it is appropriate to adopt the 
longitudinal analysis of a single case because of the need to analyze 
the relationship between the evolution of different specific 
entrepreneurs’ social identity, sustainable leadership and strategic 
entrepreneurial behavior. This can more clearly demonstrate the 
evolution mechanism between various constructs.

Case selection
In order to construct a theory, the case selection is usually 

made adopting theoretical sampling rather than statistical 
sampling, and the cases need to be representative and heuristic. 
After many in-depth discussions and arguments, PX Electronics, 
which is engaged in the R&D and production of nanocrystalline 
soft magnetic materials in the magnetic material industry, was 
chosen as the case of this study.

This is due to the following reasons: Firstly, PX Electronics has 
effectively met the risks and challenges and achieved rapid 
expansion through SE. Since its establishment in 2008, it has 
effectively dealt with the challenges of various risks and achieved 
profitability by using its technological advantages. In 2016, the 
company has achieved expansionary growth, which is highly 
typical and inspiring. Secondly, PX Electronics is a technology-
based start-up family firm, where entrepreneur participate in the 
creation, growth and expansion of the company throughout the 
process. It is suitable to analyze the strategic entrepreneurial 
process of the company from the perspective of the evolution of 
the entrepreneurs’ social identity. Thirdly, the magnetic material 
industry is technology-intensive with strong linkages to the 
upstream and downstream firms of the value chain. The 
competition among enterprises around technological advantages 
is fierce, which makes it an ideal industry for strategic 
entrepreneurial research in technology-based family businesses. 
Fourthly, the research team of this study has been tracking and 
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paying attention to the development of PX Electronics for a long 
time, and has provided long-term management consulting 
services for the company, which can also ensure the availability 
and reliability of the research data in the study.

Case company

PX electronics
Founded in June 2008, PX Electronics is located in Fengcheng 

Industrial Park, Shanghai, and it is a high-tech-based family firm 
integrating R&D, production and sales of nanocrystalline soft 
magnetic materials. The main products include amorphous, ultra-
microcrystalline magnetic cores, cobalt-based amorphous 
magnetic cores and so on, which are widely used in the 
information communication and power electronics industries and 
have gradually become the core materials for high-end 
manufacturing products such as aerospace, new energy, electronic 
power, and medical care. These products have been used in the 
production of sensors of high-frequency transformers, inverters, 
inductors, electronic components, various magnetic components 
in power control systems, and magnetic components for 
telecommunication equipment and pulse power devices. The core 
raw material is ultra-fine crystal strip. In 2016, the company 
achieved scale expansion and established CL Electronics Co., Ltd. 
(hereinafter referred to as “CL Electronics”) in Shandong Province, 
mainly focusing on the R&D and production of ultra-
microcrystalline strips.

The staged characteristics of case company
According to the entrepreneurial process of PX Electronics, 

combined with the theory of multi-stage entrepreneurial process, 
the entrepreneurial process of PX Electronics is divided into 
four stages.

The entrepreneurial planning stage (2006–2008)

After graduating from university in 2001, the entrepreneur 
joined Beijing Q Company (a technology-based company engaged 
in the R&D and production of electronic components) and has 
been engaged in technology research and development and 
technical services for nearly 7 years. This work experience enables 
the entrepreneur to master the core technology of nanocrystalline 
soft magnetic material design, research and development, has 
strong technical advantages, and lays a solid foundation for 
subsequent entrepreneurship. In 2008, the entrepreneur resigned 
from Beijing Q Company and came to start his own business 
in Shanghai.

The initial stage (2008–2011)

At this stage, the company experienced a series of fundamental 
activities including enterprise creation, market development, and 
product R&D. By strengthening the management of customers, 
suppliers and partners, the company actively builds product 
reputation and obtains market legitimacy.

The entrepreneurial growth stage (2011–2015)

After the practice and operation in the start-up period, the 
business and orders of company was increased, but the supply of 
raw materials and production capacity faced serious challenges. 
At this stage, the company has improved its profitability and 
performance through a series of changes such as activity 
optimization, quality control and value chain disintegration.

The expansion stage (from 2016 to date)

In order to cope with the delay in order delivery and decline 
in product performance caused by the untimely supply of raw 
materials and unstable quality in the procurement process, the 
entrepreneurs made a strategy of value chain vertical integration 
in 2016 after a comprehensive study and judgment. CL Electronics 
was then established to focus on the R&D and production of ultra-
microcrystalline strips, which effectively alleviated the quality 
problems faced by PX Electronics in the procurement of raw 
materials. Since 2020, the company has added 3 production lines 
to effectively meet the growing market demand, and the products 
have been continuously recognized by customers.

Data collection and processing

Data collection
Throughout the study, the researchers maintained a cautiously 

supportive neutral tone to minimize respondents’ social 
expectation bias. Following grounded theory protocol, a core 
initial interview guideline is applied to guide the semi-structured 
interviews. An interview guide merely helps interviewers keep 
conversations within the realm of the study, and it allows 
interviewers to adapt to where participants wants to tell their 
stories. Data collection process for the nanocrystalline soft 
magnetic industry and PX Electronics spanned nearly 2 years. In 
order to improve the reliability and validity of the case study, this 
study applies the triangulation method to analyze the PX 
Electronics case from multiple sources of information to ensure 
the reliability of the data (Yin, 2014). It includes formal in-depth 
interviews with the entrepreneur of PX Electronics and some 
senior managers, additional informal meetings and conversation, 
field observations, and hundreds of documents, images 
and artifacts.

Interviews

Interviews all began by making introductions, explaining 
the basic research purpose without revealing any preconceived 
notions or working hypotheses, outlining the administrative 
details about data collection, analysis, storage, confidentiality, 
and obtaining informed consent. Formal interviews lasted 1 to 
2 h, during which the research team conducted semi-
structured interviews with entrepreneur, family members, 
senior managers and employees. Interviewers asked to hear 
about any difficulties the founders faced in their day-to-day 
activities and about how they addressed those difficulties. The 
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questions cover the entrepreneur’s mental journey, the 
development stage of the company, technology R&D, raw 
material supply, product production and sales. As part of 
telling the firm’s stories, the founder provided extensive 
biographical data that stretched long before the target business 
was founded. All interviews were recorded and transcribed, 
the supplementary interviews were conducted for any 
ambiguities and discrepancies. All interviews were 
professionally transcribed, and the average interview length 
was 85 min, with a range of 48 min to 5 h.

On-site observations and conversation

The researchers conducted on-site visit as supplemental data, 
including facilities tours and plant visits, which allowed the 
researchers to engage in unobtrusive observation of interactions 
between employees and various stakeholders, as well as with the 
founder. Moving into the topics of conversation, participants were 
asked to describe their roles and backgrounds followed by their 
views on what their organization stood for. During the process, 
researchers explored more details and stories around what seemed 
important to participants.

The documents

Analyzed data also includes those from secondary data 
sources such as trade publications, websites, annual reports, 
brochures, patent filings, company archives, financial statements, 
historical video footage and social media activity, displays of 
historic label and other internal documents. In addition to 
collecting marketing and business documents, hundreds of 
photographs and copious field notes were taken. The details of 
data collection are shown in Table 1.

Data processing
In accordance with the method and process of the exploratory 

case (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007), the data processing is 
carried out as follows. Firstly, after each interview, the interview 
data was transcribed as quickly as possible, the unclear or 
uncertain problems were identified, and the key points for the 
next interview were listed. Secondly, Interviewers also gathered 
secondary data to describe contingencies (industry, tax structure, 
or environment) and for triangulation purposes (i.e., corroborate 
information gathered through interviews). Examples include web 
sites, annual reports, press articles, and available internal 
documents. This enabled the teams to get a more comprehensive 
picture of the families, the firms, and their activities as a whole. 
Thirdly, according to Yin (2014), it adopted the analysis strategy 
of the identity and behavior matching of entrepreneurs under 
different time nodes, to study the sustainable development model 
and innovation mechanism of PX electronics company; Fourthly, 
following the principles of problem orientation, triangulation 
verification and avoidance of subjective preferences, the research 
team members extracted the research results through repeated 
discussions and screening on the premise of no prior assumptions 
or theoretical viewpoints and on the basis of ensuring that the 

logical relationship is supported by at least two or more sets 
of data.

Case analysis

Coding

Based on grounded theory (Strauss and Corbin, 1998; Corbin 
and Strauss, 2015), data coding followed the principles of 
theoretical sampling and was carried out through three steps: 
open coding, axis coding and selective coding. By doing so, it can 
explore emergent themes, collect additional data, and maximize 
observational opportunities.

Open coding
Open coding is a process of analyzing data to extract 

thematic categories and their characteristics. First, it 
disintegrates and organizes the original data and discourses 
obtained by the investigation according to the sequence of 
events, to discover and refine relevant constructs in the events, 
and assign construct labels. Second, related constructs were 
clustered into first-order concepts. According to the stage of 
the firm development, we  extract the events related to the 
research topic of this paper from the original data to form 
relevant constructs, and retains the constructs which appear 
for three times or more to determine the first-order concepts. 
After sorting and analysis, 67 constructs and 42 first-order 
concepts were extracted. Table  2 shows partly first-order 
concepts formed through open coding.

Axis coding
The task of this stage is to refine the internal connections 

between multiple first-order concepts. In line with the logic 
paradigm of “condition-behavior-result,” multiple first-order 
concepts are correlated with find logical relationships between 
them, and the correlated themes are classified into the same 
second-order theme. In-depth analysis is performed on one 
category at a time to discover the relationships between first-order 
concepts and second-order themes. The same approach is used to 
discover and establish associations between second-order themes 
and aggregate dimensions. For example, the constructs such as 
“management cost control and labor cost control” are 
conceptualized into the first-order concepts of “cost advantage,” 
and the first-order concepts of “cost advantage” and “efficiency 
advantage” are then categorized into the second-order themes of 
“advantage seeking,” after which the “advantage seeking” and 
“opportunity seeking” are integrated into the aggregated 
dimension of “SE” to form a complete chain of evidence, as shown 
in Table 3.

After the constant comparison and induction, the 42 first-
order concepts obtained from open coding were integrated into 
27 second-order themes and then merged into three aggregate 
dimensions, they are entrepreneur’s social identity, SL and SE. The 
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connotation and nature of the three aggregation dimensions are 
described as follows.

Entrepreneur’s social identity

The construct of entrepreneur’s social identity is named 
with reference to the views of Fauchart and Gruber (2011). 
Entrepreneur’s social identity may help explain why 
entrepreneurs facing similar contexts may act differently 
through self-categorization and social comparison. In this case, 
the social identity of the entrepreneur presents a “Darwinian” 
identity at the initial stage, a “Communitarian” identity in 
entrepreneurial growth stage, and a “Missionary” identity in the 
expansion stage.

Sustainable leadership

The construct of sustainable leadership is named with 
reference to the views of Iqbal et al. (2020). Sustainable leadership 
is a summary of series of effective leadership approaches for 
entrepreneurs in the qualitative materials to keep an open mind 
in the entrepreneurial process, take the interests of all stakeholders 
into consideration, balance short-term and long-term goals, and 
enhance the competitive advantage and overall performance of the 
organization through appropriate resource arrangement.

Strategic entrepreneurship

The strategic entrepreneurship is named with reference  
to the views of Ireland and Webb (2007). Strategic 

TABLE 1 Summary of data collection.

Date Days Data source Content

2018/10 3 Company website, media public 

information, industry forums

Get a preliminary understanding of the 

case companies and develop a research 

framework

2018/10 0.5 Open-ended interviews with 

entrepreneurs

Negotiate a detailed interview plan and 

specific arrangements

2018/11 2 Onsite observation; in-depth interview; 

archival material

In-depth company site visit, understand 

the company’s development history, listen 

to family members’ comments on 

entrepreneurs (3 h); experience the 

product production process (1 h); in-

depth communication with grass-roots 

employees to understand their specific 

job responsibilities, work content, etc. 

(2 h)

2018/11 2 Publicity material; meeting records Conducting filed survey of production 

lines and warehouses (4 h); interviews 

with company executives and relevant 

vice presidents (6 h); look through 

company files (4 h).

2019/02 1 Workshop visits; field survey; staff 

interviews

The team members visited the front line 

of the workshop to learn about the 

technological process and production 

operation, and communicated with the 

employees to learn about their welfare 

benefits and the evaluation of the 

entrepreneurs, etc.

2019/06 1 Feedback Communication; in-depth 

interview

The team members work in two groups. 

The first group continues to conduct 

in-depth interviews to supplement and 

improve the information; the second 

group provides feedback to the enterprise 

for all the data compiled in the 

preliminary coding to improve the 

accuracy of the information.

27/2019/12 0.5 Informal interview with entrepreneur Communicate with entrepreneurs in an 

informal setting to learn about recent 

developments in the company.
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entrepreneurship is a summary of a series of activities in 
qualitative materials that entrepreneurs seek to upgrade their 
technological advantages and seek for entrepreneurial 

opportunities through resource integration, value chain 
management, process optimization and other activities based 
on different entrepreneurial situations.

TABLE 2 Example of some first-order concepts generated by open coding.

Stages First-order concepts Constructs Coding examples

Initial stage creation of for-profit ventures Entrepreneurship; profit “I was trying to use my skills to start a 

business, improve the economic situation 

and provide a good life for my 

family.”(Interview with entrepreneur)

Innovative cooperation model Flexible; customized manufacturing “I agree that the payment for goods can 

be paid one cycle later. I bought raw 

materials with his deposit, and conduct 

R&D and production according to the 

requirements, and then got the second 

batch of orders after passing the 

inspection… Orders are gradually 

increasing.”(Interview with entrepreneur)

Labor cost advantage Social relations; high coordination 

efficiency

“…they (family members) all work in the 

company, which can reduce some labor 

costs and facilitate management…

”(Interview with entrepreneur)

Growth stage Complementary advantages Outsourcing; cooperation “We outsource some orders that we are not 

good at to our peers, and they also 

introduce us to some orders that we are not 

good at.” (Interview with entrepreneur’s 

wife)

Open suggestions Accept suggestions; smooth 

communication

There were a lot of suggestions from 

employees about the wide variety of order 

types at the time. (meeting records)

Performance improvement experiments Active cooperation; data collection “Han (workshop manager) and others also 

helped me collect data and put forward 

suggestions for improvement. We improved 

the technical requirements of key links, and 

product performance and competitiveness 

were greatly improved.” (Interview with 

entrepreneur)

Expansion stage Respond to community concerns Peer encouragement; community 

demand

“Many peers are facing the same dilemma 

of unstable raw material quality and 

cannot find an effective solution. Once, a 

peer asked me, if you have a technical 

advantage, why do not you try to produce 

your own strips? “(Interview with 

entrepreneur)

Environmental consciousness Recyclable; waste discharge “In production, we pay great attention to 

the safe discharge of waste gas and waste 

water, and use recyclable packaging boxes 

when transporting products.”(Interview 

with entrepreneur)

Cost allocation Channel sharing; technology sharing “…the two companies can share resources 

in terms of technology, sales, advertising 

and marketing, and allocate costs. 

(Interview with entrepreneur)
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Selective coding
In the selective coding step, it aims to analyze the relationship 

between aggregate dimensions, refines core categories, and builds 
grounded theoretical models. The key to this process is to explore 
and discover a “story line” that can play the role of “outlining” 
from the aggregate dimension and string all categories into a core 
category. By constant comparison of the obtained aggregate 
dimensions with existing theories, it is found that the core 
category of this paper can be  expressed as: the evolution of 
entrepreneur’s social identity affects strategic entrepreneurial 
behavior in a specific period through sustainable leadership. The 
“story line” around this core category can be  summarized as 

“entrepreneur’s social identity—sustainable leadership—Strategic 
Entrepreneurship.” The theoretical model of this paper is shown 
in Figure 1.

Saturation test

This study takes more than 1 year to collect the data. To 
further enhance trustworthiness of the data, triangulation method 
was used to cross-validate the qualitative data collected from 
different information sources. During the process, the data was 
continuously supplemented, checked and verified, and 

FIGURE 1

Theoretical mode.

TABLE 3 Example of partly aggregate dimension generated after axis coding.

First-order concepts Second-order themes Aggregate dimensions

 • Creation of for-profit ventures

 • Pursue private economic goals

Darwinian identity Entrepreneur’s social identity

 • Complementary advantages

 • Information Sharing

Communitarian identity

 • Balancing long-term and short-term goals

 • Change orientation

Systems thinking Sustainable leadership

 • Innovation awareness

 • Continuous learning

Open innovation

 • New customer acquisition

 • New product development

Opportunity seeking Strategic entrepreneurship

 • Cost advantage

 • Efficiency advantage

Advantage seeking
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supplementary communication with the company’s entrepreneurs 
has been carried out in a timely manner on certain issues for many 
times. After the completion of data processing, it took about 
6 months to conduct a return visit to the enterprise and obtain the 
review feedback of family firms members on these reports. 
According to the feedback, appropriate adjustments and 
improvements have been made to the relevant data. Finally, in 
order to ensure the theoretical saturation, another third of the 
reserved interview records were used to test, and no new 
categories and relationships were found. Therefore, it can 
be considered that the core categories and theoretical models of 
this case have reached saturation.

Finding

The serious challenge for today’s organizational leaders is to 
successfully guide their organizations through volatile economic 
times and deal with the topic of sustainability (Fable et al., 2005). 
If the organization is perceived as a living system, it is expected to 
continually evolve and adapt over time. The goal of traditional 
leadership’s goal was to stay on course. However, maintaining the 
same strategy during times of change can be  disastrous. 
Exceptional corporate leadership must therefore remain in a 
flexible, fluid state to encourage and nurture creativity and 
innovation (McCann and Holt, 2010).

From the qualitative materials of PX Electronics, it can 
be  found that during the entire entrepreneurial process, 
entrepreneurs flexibly and dynamically adjust their social identity 
according to changes in the internal and external situations of the 
enterprise, so as to improve their sustainable leadership, and 
promote the implementation of enterprise strategic 
entrepreneurial behaviors and activities to ensure the sustainable 
growth of the enterprise.

In the entrepreneurial planning stage, based on prior 
experience and self-assessment, entrepreneurs identified 
entrepreneurial opportunities, actively construct an 
entrepreneurial identity, completed the transition from employee 
identity to entrepreneurial identity, and laid the foundation for 
entrepreneurial activities.

In the start-up stage, benefited from Darwinian social identity 
and his technical advantages, entrepreneur was driven by vision, 
actively persuaded stakeholders to obtain necessary resource 
support, and quickly transform their technological advantages 
into products through SL behaviors such as team building and 
resource deployment to obtain economic benefits.

In the growth stage, based on Communitarian identity, the 
entrepreneur, through systematic thinking, considered both 
long-term and short-term interests, cooperated with 
community members, and divided the value chain horizontally, 
as well as focused on product performance improvement. 
Besides, the entrepreneur optimized management process, and 
carried out opportunity search and advantage search 
activities for SE.

During the expansion stage, entrepreneur responded to 
community concerns, and through vertical integration of the 
value chain, transferred the technological advantages to upstream 
raw material production based on the Missionary social identity. 
In addition, entrepreneur also integrated downstream products 
and carried out strategic entrepreneurial activities. In this case, the 
entrepreneur’s social identity evolves with the development of the 
enterprise, and this evolution prompted him to adopt different SL 
methods according to the changing situation as well as promoted 
the implementation of strategic entrepreneurial behavior, and 
finally led to the achievement of the goal of sustainable 
development of the enterprise.

Entrepreneurial identity construction 
(the entrepreneurial planning stage: 
2006–2008)

During the entrepreneurial planning stage, based on previous 
experience and self-assessment, entrepreneurs identified 
entrepreneurial opportunities, completed identity transformation, 
and constructed entrepreneurial identity through identity 
prototype reference and industry insights.

Entrepreneurship enables entrepreneurs to freely pursue their 
dreams and goals in the process of business creation (Fauchart and 
Gruber, 2011), realize personal value by aligning “who I want to 
be” with “what I can do,” so entrepreneurial behaviors are, to a 
significant extent, the expression of one’s identity (Gruber and 
MacMillan, 2017). In the entrepreneurial planning stage, active 
and conscious identity construction enables entrepreneurs to 
quickly complete identity transformation and realize the 
synergistic effects of personal entrepreneurial efforts, self-identity 
and external support. The active construction of the entrepreneur’s 
identity is the basis for the formation of the entrepreneur’s identity 
and the development of entrepreneurial activities (Navis and 
Glynn, 2011).

Long-term experience accumulation and continuous learning 
enable entrepreneurs to have keen industry insight and 
opportunity perception. The case data code shows that in the 
entrepreneurial planning stage, the entrepreneur has been 
engaged in technology R&D and technical services for 7 years in 
Beijing Q Company. 7 years of work accumulation not only 
enabled the entrepreneur to master the core technology of 
nanocrystalline soft magnetism, but also established a close 
personal relationship with his mentor. Through the experience 
and self-assessment, the entrepreneur perceived the 
entrepreneurial opportunity when the Chinese government 
introduced a number of supportive policies and preferential 
measures in credit, taxation, land leasing and administrative 
approval. As a result, the entrepreneur resigned from Beijing Q 
Company and chose to build a factory in Fengxian District, 
Shanghai, which has a strong entrepreneurial atmosphere and a 
good business environment, completing the transition from a 
technical employee to an entrepreneur.
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Entrepreneur’s Darwinian identity, SL and 
SE (the initial stage: 2008–2011)

Entrepreneur’s Darwinian identity and SL
In the initial stage, the main motivation of entrepreneurs is to 

build a profitable enterprise, to accumulate personal wealth, to 
meet personal economic goals and ultimately to maximize 
income, so as to create a better living environment for their 
families. Therefore, entrepreneurs in this period mainly presented 
a Darwinian social identity. However, like other start-ups, PX 
Electronics also faced issues such as lack of resources, legitimacy 
and market. The entrepreneur recognized the need to obtain the 
necessary resource support through social relationships if the 
creation of the business was to be accomplished quickly. As a 
result, the entrepreneur changed his orientation, obtained 
resource support from his families through active persuasion 
behaviors, and tried a series of innovative cooperation models and 
skills transformation behaviors to improve adaptability and 
carried out effective entrepreneurial behaviors to overcome  
difficulties.

First, vision-driven. Based on a shared vision, entrepreneur 
provided a business plan and roadmap to convince family 
members to let them understand the feasibility of the business 
plans, and obtained emotional encouragement and resource 
support from family members. At the same time, based on shared 
interests, entrepreneur promised fixed and guaranteed income to 
attract like-minded employees to join the company and build 
entrepreneurial team. Secondly, based on shared interests and 
open innovative awareness, entrepreneur innovated cooperation 
models, gained the trust of potential stakeholders, obtained the 
necessary resource support, accelerated the development and 
production of initial products to obtain market legitimacy. The 
creation of a profitable business was accomplished through this 
series of SL action. The references to relevant representative 
materials are shown in Table 4.

SL and SE in initial stage
Opportunity seeking and advantage seeking are two 

dimensions of SE (Ireland et al., 2003). In the initial stage, the SL 
has positive effects on opportunity seeking and advantage seeking.

Opportunity seeking refers to the opportunity discovery and 
creation activities of entrepreneurs based on technological 
advantages, through a series of technology embedding, process 
improvement, new product development, product performance 
improvement and new market development through product 
performance analysis, testing, R&D, etc. (Ireland and Webb, 
2007). At this stage, opportunity seeking is mainly reflected in 
the entrepreneurs’ own technological advantages and the 
premise of common interests, integrating internal and external 
resources to complete the creation of new enterprises, acquisition 
of new customers, and research and development of new  
products.

The entrepreneur used the identity narratives appropriately to 
convince family members and potential stakeholders of their 

optimistic expectations and resource support. In the development 
of the first order, the entrepreneur used the influence of his 
original role at Beijing Q Company to gain the initial trust of  
the client. In order to eliminate the client’s doubts and win  
the cooperation opportunity, the entrepreneur innovated the 
cooperation model and agreed that the other party would first give 
him a small portion of the funds to buy raw materials. Then the 
client decided whether to continue the cooperation based on the 
performance after the samples were sent for inspection, and finally 
got the first order. After the funds were in place, raw materials 
were purchased in a short time to start research and development, 
and manager Han and the brother of entrepreneur’s wife then 
actively cooperate with the experiment to help the entrepreneur 
to quickly produce samples. After the trial, the entrepreneur made 
improvements based on customer feedback and suggestions, 
shortened the product development cycle, quickly passed the 
customer’s quality inspection, gradually established the market 
legitimacy, and received more orders.

Advantage seeking is the process of strategic management of 
resources that can generate sustainable competitive advantage 
(Ireland et al., 2003), including the stages of assembling, attracting, 
combining and transforming of resources (Brush et al., 2001). At 
this stage, the search for competitive advantage is mainly reflected 
in the fact that the entrepreneur attracted, assembled and 
combined the social resources required for entrepreneurship 
based on social relations and their own technological advantages, 
so as to achieve the purpose of reducing costs and increasing 
efficiency and gain market competitiveness.

Sustainable leadership enhances the dynamic capabilities of 
enterprises, enabling them to rapidly allocate and integrate 
resources to gain a competitive advantage. In the initial stage, 
family members and relatives working in the company were 
conducive to improving team stability, reducing management 
costs, and improving management decision-making. From 
factory site selection to equipment purchase, the entrepreneur 
strove to persuade factory owners and equipment suppliers to 
seek innovative cooperation models based on long-term shared 
interests, which relieved the cost pressure in the initial stage of 
entrepreneurship. The factory building was leased under the 
guarantee of a friend, and it was agreed that the rent would 
be paid after half a year; the equipment was obtained from a 
supplier who was acquainted with from the previous job by 
paying a part of the deposit first, and the balance was paid in 
batches later. In order to cope with the financial constraints, the 
entrepreneur mainly used limited resources to allocate the 
equipment related to the production line of heat treatment and 
magnetization, which can highlight the technical advantages, 
while other segments mainly meet the demand by improving 
some simple equipment. This resource integration strategy 
enables the enterprise to have a certain rapid response capability 
and flexible production capacity in the early stage of the 
business, which reduces the fixed investment risk. During the 
research in the workshop, some dusty equipment was found in 
the corner of the warehouse. Manager Han said that equipment 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.903927
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org


Liu et al. 10.3389/fpsyg.2022.903927

Frontiers in Psychology 13 frontiersin.org

like these were used at that time, and if there were new types of 
products to be produced, it was only necessary to adjust the key 
aspects of the original production line and train the staff 
accordingly, without purchasing some new tools, which could 
minimize the cost at that time.

This study also confirmed the existing research conclusion 
and further deepens the findings. It has been found in previous 
research that sustainable leadership practices, such as a strong 
and shared vision, were significant drivers and positive 
predictors of enhanced long-term firm performance 

TABLE 4 Typical examples and coding results for the initial stage (partial).

First-order concepts and typical examples cited Second-order 
themes

Aggregate 
dimension

 • Creation of for-profit ventures

“I just want to use my technological advantages and social relations to start a business while I’m young. If I succeed, my 

family can also have a good life.” (entrepreneur)”

 • Pursue private economic goals

“My purpose at that time was to make money, build my own financial wealth, and achieve the purpose of personal wealth 

accumulation”(entrepreneur)

Darwinian identity Entrepreneur’s social 

identity

 • Produce competitive products

“I look forward to the opportunity to use the technical advantages accumulated from previous work to produce competitive 

products and gain more markets and customers. (entrepreneur)

 • Self-evaluation and competition with other firms

“Using my working relationships, I also learned about some products from other companies in the same industry and 

compared the products I tested with theirs, and found that the quality was similar, which gave me a lot of confidence.” 

(entrepreneur)

 • Prepare a business plan

“…According to national policies and my industry knowledge, I made a clear business plan. When I told them (family and 

friends) about my plan, they also felt good after listening to it”(entrepreneur)

 • Team building (persuading and hiring employees)

“I was doing technical work on TV filters in another company at the time. Later, my brother started a business. I knew that 

he was very skillful in terms of technology. Now the salary is much better than before” (the younger brother of the 

entrepreneur’s wife)

 • Stable and substantial income

“He (entrepreneur) told me that the logistics industry is not easy to do. If I come to the company, I can have a stable job, the 

salary promise to me is also good, and I can have more time to take care of my family” (Interview with manager Han)

Vision-driven Sustainable leadership

 • Innovative cooperation mode

“I agree to pay for the goods with a one-cycle lag. I used the deposit to buy raw materials, and conduct R&D and production 

according to the requirements. After passing the inspection, I got the second batch of orders… We ship the goods every two 

or three days, so they do not worry about us. After a long time, this customer was fixed.” (entrepreneur)

 • Resources deployed

“In the initial stage, the company has limited capital and no money for automatic equipment, and many processes needed to 

be done manually. We invested most of our money in heat treatment and magnetization links, and some self-made and 

improved tools and equipment were used in other links” (entrepreneur)

Innovation awareness

 • New customer acquisition

“After the product was put into use, the customer feedback was good, and gradually it gained a certain market reputation, 

and developed several new customers” (entrepreneur)

 • New product R&D

“During product development, my wife’s brother, and manager Han have been involved in the testing of samples, and 

customers have also provided us with feedback, and the product has been finalized soon” (entrepreneur)

Opportunity seeking Strategic 

entrepreneurship

 • Cost advantage

“When the company was established, they (family members) all worked in the company to hope to provide some help, which 

saved a lot of labor costs; family members and Manager Han followed me for a long time, and the core workforce was 

relatively stable, saving a lot of recruitment and training costs.” (entrepreneur)

 • Dynamic and quick response capability

“If there is a new product production demand, it is only necessary to adjust the key links of the original production line and 

provide corresponding technical training to the employees.” (entrepreneur)

Advantage seeking
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(Suriyankietkaew and Avery, 2016), and this finding is also 
confirmed in this study. This study also finds that sustainable 
leadership practices can effectively promote the implementation 
of strategic entrepreneurial behavior, and ultimately improve 
overall enterprise performance (Sahai and Mahapatra, 2020; 
Iqbal and Piwowar-Sulej, 2022) through the opportunity-
seeking and advantage-seeking activities of the enterprise such 
as new customer acquisition, new product R&D, cost control 
and quick response capability.

The references to relevant representative materials are shown 
in Table 4. Therefore, this paper proposes:

Proposition 1: In the initial stage, based on the  
Darwinian social identity, entrepreneurs can search for 
entrepreneurial opportunities and competitive 
advantages through sustainable leadership methods, 
such as vision-driven and innovative thinking to 
achieving resource acquisition, and promote the 
implementation of SE.

Entrepreneur communitarian identity, SL 
and SE (the growth stage: 2011–2015)

In the growth phase, the interdependence between 
companies and community members increases, and many 
technical and market issues need to be  solved by joint 
collaboration. Therefore, the social identity of entrepreneurs 
gradually changes to a Communitarian identity. This means 
that new and more valuable products and services are likely to 
be developed to enhance the competitiveness of enterprises and 
to achieve sustainable development through the division of 
labor, complementary advantages and information sharing with 
community members.

Entrepreneur communitarian identity and SL
After 2011, enterprise production management faced new 

challenges with the significant increase in business volume. 
For example, problems such as the wide variety of products 
and the untimely supply of raw materials have affected the 
continuity of production and the stability of product 
performance. Product variety also prevents businesses from 
achieving economies of scale, thus increasing equipment and 
overhead costs and reducing workers productivity. In addition, 
it also increases distribution costs, as the firm has to deliver 
each type of product in smaller batches and also need to 
maintain a certain amount of additional inventory to deal with 
unexpected changes in consumer demand across varieties. 
Furthermore, Shanghai’s strict environmental supervision and 
production restrictions for major events have brought 
challenges to the continuous production and on-time delivery, 
so the company often need to work off-peak and overtime, 
which led to many complaints from employees and frustrated 
work enthusiasm.

Therefore, the entrepreneur changed the mindset and seek to 
improve the status quo. First, cooperative innovation and 
continuous improvement. Entrepreneur actively learned the 
advanced experience of peers, and improved efficiency through 
process optimization. He  then sought to improve product 
performance through knowledge absorption and innovative 
experiments. At the same time, he actively sought the help of 
community members by using his Communitarian identity, and 
sought peer OEM for some orders that cannot be completed on 
time, so as to maintain a normal supply order. Second, Valuing 
employees. The entrepreneur advocated employee participation in 
management to enhance their involvement and efficiency, and also 
built an atmosphere of trust for an open voice within the 
organization. This amicable labor relations encouraged employees 
to think and speak critically and differently, and in which the 
entrepreneur could receive constructive and feasible input.

In the archives, it can be  found in a meeting record that 
everyone in the meeting expressed their opinions on the problems 
of complicated orders, serious overtime, and chaotic product  
accumulation.

“In the past, we took some orders only because there was no 
other choice when the company was just established. Now that 
there are more orders, we should choose those orders that we are 
better at.”(Manager Han)

“that there were too many product models, and tools and raw 
materials needed to be changed frequently during production, 
which seriously affected production efficiency, and sometimes 
it was easy to mix materials.” (a workshop worker)

“…with too many types, it was more difficult to find and 
deliver goods, and it was easy to send the wrong goods, which 
brought many unexpected problems.”(warehouse manager)

After systematic thinking and consultation with family 
members, the entrepreneur decided to adopt the suggestions of 
the employees, and made the decision to disintegrate the value 
chain horizontally to achieve a balance between short-term and 
long-term goals. Horizontal disintegration of the value chain 
refers to the value management model in which non-core 
activities in the value chain are transferred to other firms 
through licensing, outsourcing or transfer (Acemoglu et al., 
2010). Through the division of labor and collaboration with 
community members, non-core businesses, such as logistics, 
accounting, advertising, certification, etc., were outsourced, and 
some low-profit or small orders were sought out OEM by peers. 
In this way, core resources can be concentrated in the links that 
exert technical advantages.

Communitarian identity empowers the entrepreneur’s SL 
and resource allocation capabilities during this period. On the 
one hand, Communitarian identity helps the entrepreneur gain 
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the trust and support of external stakeholders; On the other 
hand, long-term cooperation promotes the complementarity 
and division of labor among community members. The 
entrepreneur always gets along with integrity and treats 
community members with courtesy and fairness, so they can 
maintain a good community relationship. Therefore, in the 
process of horizontal disintegration of the value chain, peers 
are willing to accept orders transferred by the entrepreneur, 
and will also transfer or introduce some orders that the 
entrepreneur is good at. Meanwhile, the entrepreneur’s 
integrity and compliance make suppliers willing to give priority 
to ensuring the company’s needs for raw materials, accessories 
and after-sales service.

Sustainable leadership and strategic 
entrepreneurship in growth stage

In the growth stage, based on the Communitarian identity of 
the entrepreneur and the status quo of enterprise development, 
the entrepreneur made an important strategic decision of value 
chain horizontal disintegration through a series of SL behaviors 
such as systematic thinking, innovation and continuous 
improvement, which promoted the implementation of enterprise 
SE. In this part, this paper will discuss the impact of value chain 
horizontal disintegration, a SL behavior, on the opportunity 
seeking and advantage seeking of SE.

Value chain horizontal disintegration has a positive impact on 
the enterprise’s opportunity seeking. First of all, after the value 
chain horizontal disintegration, entrepreneur can condense their 
core business, focus on product improvement trials in 
advantageous links, improve product performance and production 
capacity, and provide more possibilities for new R&D development 
and new order acquisition through reputation transfer.

“In the past, for example, due to the variety of product models, 
the process essentials of each type of product could not 
be effectively controlled in the high-temperature crystallization 
process, resulting in unstable overall performance.”(entrepreneur)

After the disintegrate of the value chain, the entrepreneur 
carried out iterative experiments in the core technology links, 
which enabled him to gradually produce products that met the 
technical requirements of the placement density, auxiliary material 
ratio and dynamic temperature control of different types of 
products in the heating furnace.

“a regular customer increased the share of orders placed with us 
from 30% to 70%, and two key customers handed over some 
new orders to us for research and development, the total volume 
of orders does not drop but rises after the value chain horizontal 
disintegration.”(entrepreneur’s wife)

Secondly, the horizontal disintegration of the value chain 
enhances the division of labor and knowledge flow among 
community members, and improves the availability of market 

information and advanced technologies for entrepreneur. The 
entrepreneur embedded some new technologies into the 
experiments of product performance improvement, which 
promoted the application of technological advantages, and 
ultimately met new customer needs to obtain more profit 
streams. The relevant representative citations are shown in 
Table 5.

Value chain horizontal disintegration also has an important 
impact on enterprise’s advantage seeking. First of all, with the 
increase in the share of core orders, the procurement volume of 
common materials continues to increase, which allows the 
company to achieve economies of scale in procurement. It can 
also reduce logistics and warehousing costs through 
optimization of procurement frequency and quantity. At the 
same time, with the improvement of trust relationships among 
community members and the improvement of the effectiveness 
of relationship governance and contract governance, many 
intermediate links are eliminated and transaction costs 
are reduced.

Secondly, after order optimization, workers do not have to 
frequently switch back and forth between different types of 
strips and tools, and the efficiency of gluing, packaging, and 
clamping has also been greatly improved, so that the articulation 
and continuity between the links have been improved. This 
reduces the probability of mixing, and lowers the labor cost of 
semi-finished product selection and secondary inspection. The 
improvement of efficiency and the increase in compensation are 
closely linked, and the well-being of employees is satisfied. The 
employee’s work-related well-being leads to higher employee 
productivity and efficiency, which ultimately enhances the 
company’s competitive advantage and achieves better 
workplace performance.

This finding also echoes and sublimates the research 
conclusion of existing research that sustainable leadership, 
such as amicable labor relations, valuing employees and 
balancing short-and long-term goals (Suriyankietkaew and 
Avery, 2016; Awan and Khan, 2021) behaviors can make 
employees speak up in different ways. At the same time, 
stakeholders improve community relations through positive 
and meaningful cooperative behaviors (Iqbal and Piwowar-
Sulej, 2022), and ultimately achieve the improvement of overall 
performance at the individual, organizational and community 
levels (Iqbal et  al., 2018, 2020; Sahai and Mahapatra, 2020; 
Iqbal and Piwowar-Sulej, 2022) through relationship 
governance and contractual governance (Awan and 
Khan, 2021).

The relevant representative materials are cited in Table  5.
Therefore, this paper proposes:

Proposition 2: In the growth stage, the Communitarian 
identity of entrepreneur enhances his sustainable 
leadership, which allows him to choose the path of value 
chain horizontal disintegrate to implement strategic 
entrepreneurial behavior.
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Entrepreneur’s communitarian and 
missionary hybrid identity, SL and SE (the 
expansion stage: 2016 to date)

The formation of communitarian and 
missionary hybrid identity

Communitarian entrepreneurs usually create products 
that meet some novel needs of customers in their research 
domains, and sometimes they also creating new products for 
their own use because their own needs are not satisfied by 
existing market products. Hence, their newly developed 
products often have entirely new functional dimensions, 
sometimes opening up a new frontier in the industry. The 
problems solved by creating these new products reflect those 
needs that the entrepreneur experienced himself, and these 
needs led to the development of the new product (Fauchart 
and Gruber, 2011).

Entrepreneurs with a Missionary identity will actively respond 
to the call of the nation and the concerns of the community. They 
tend to change the consumption patterns of customers by 
producing more environmentally friendly and socially responsible 
products, and contribute to society and the environment. 
Missionary entrepreneurs believe that firms can act as powerful 
agents of social change or industrial ecological optimization, and 
they can build a platform by creating new companies. On this 
platform, they can pursue their mission visions, advance particular 
causes, and seek to act in a responsible, transparent and empathetic 
manner to make the industry ecology and society better (Fauchart 
and Gruber, 2011).

In 2016, a series of changes in the corporate environment 
made challenges and opportunities coexist. Challenges were 
mainly reflected in the supply of raw materials, while 
opportunities were reflected in the new national entrepreneurial 
support policies during this period. On the one hand, the 
entrepreneur and some peers often found that the quality of 
medium and high-grade strips was unstable during production, 
which seriously affected the performance of some products. Over 
the years, the raw material market has been oligopolistic, lacking 
a perfect bidding mechanism, so the entrepreneur and peers had 
no bargaining power in procurement. In recent years, strip prices 
have gradually increased, and the profits of downstream 
enterprises have been shrinking year by year. These issues put the 
company under enormous pressure to be sustainable and meet 
the needs of stakeholders. On the other hand, during this period, 
mass entrepreneurship and innovation were on the ascendant, 
and the executive meeting of China State Council established a 
total scale of 40 billion yuan for emerging industry venture capital 
guidance funds. Chinese government issued the “Thirteenth 
Five-Year Comprehensive Work Plan for Energy Conservation 
and Emission Reduction,” which regards energy conservation and 
emission reduction as a breakthrough in optimizing the economic 
structure, promoting green recycling and low-carbon 
development, and accelerating the construction of ecological 
civilization. These entrepreneurial incentive policies are a new 

development opportunity for some high-tech and new energy 
companies including PX Electronics.

During the communication with the community members, 
some key customers especially expected the entrepreneur to take 
effective measures to ensure the reliability of the product 
performance. Some community members even suggested the 
entrepreneur to get rid of excessive dependence on the original 
suppliers, and develop and produce strip materials by himself, so as 
to fundamentally solve this problem. The entrepreneur also 
recognized his mission and felt that he had a responsibility to do 
something to meet the needs of themselves and community members.

Based on this, during this period, the social identity of the 
entrepreneur gradually evolved into a hybrid identity with the 
coexistence of Communitarian identity and Missionary identity. 
The relevant representative materials are cited in Table 6.

Hybrid identity, sustainable leadership, and 
value chain vertical integration

Among the hybrid identity of entrepreneur, the 
Communitarian identity enables them to capture the concerns 
and demands of community members in a timely manner, and the 
Missionary identity enhances the entrepreneur’s sense of 
responsibility. On the one hand, entrepreneurs need to overcome 
the instability of materials to ensure the stability of product 
performance, and meet the interests of community members; on 
the other hand, entrepreneurs also strive to respond to the 
national call to raise social and environmental awareness. The 
interaction of the two identities puts forward higher requirements 
for the SL of entrepreneur, which requires entrepreneur to 
improve their SL through a series of activities such as continuous 
learning, community collaboration and innovative behavior.

In order to solve the quality problem of raw materials, 
entrepreneur took the initiative to conduct strip research and 
development trials, focused on the study of strip research and 
development technology, actively communicated with community 
members to obtain relevant technical information, and carried out 
research and development experiments with the cooperation of 
internal staff. After a period of exploration, they basically met the 
technical requirements for strip production.

“We look for opportunities to visit the production lines of 
upstream companies, learn about their processes, carry out 
experiments in the workshop, trial production with developed 
strip samples, and get feedback data to improve the experiment
s.”(entrepreneur)

In the daily production of enterprises, the social and 
environmental consciousness of the entrepreneur prompted him 
to actively respond to the national call to enhance corporate social 
responsibility, improve production processes, optimize efficient 
use of resources, and reduce energy consumption. Recyclable 
packaging boxes were used in production, and more 
environmentally friendly discharge methods were adopted for the 
company’s sewage, dust and noise to reduce pollution emissions. 
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TABLE 5 Typical examples and coding results for the growth stage (partial).

First-order concepts and typical examples cited Second-order 
themes

Aggregate 
dimensions

 • Complementary advantages

“For so many years, peers are familiar with each other’s advantages… later, some of our orders cannot be produced on 

time, so we asked our peers to do them. and some of their orders they did not want to do, they would outsource to us to 

do it…” (entrepreneur’s wife)

 • Cooperative innovation

“Many partners are growing up together with us, and usually take care of us, sometimes we cooperate to bid for some big 

orders, and some production links, based on feedback from customers and suggestions from peers, we all work together 

to carry out innovative experiments to improve the process and enhance performance” (entrepreneur)

Communitarian identity Entrepreneur’s social 

identity

 • Benefit sharing

“Some packaging boxes, accessories and other components are not produced by ourselves now, because these things are 

much cheaper to buy from the market than to produce ourselves, and they (suppliers) can also make profits.” 

(entrepreneur)

 • Information sharing

“They (community members) are also very willing to communicate with us… Especially in the communication with 

some suppliers and customers, I found out the gap with our peers in the management of raw materials, inventory, 

quality and other aspects, and absorbed some of their advanced practices to improve our work” (entrepreneur)

 • Balancing short- and long-term goals

“In the short term, the increase in business volume will bring certain profits, but if we blindly pursue the number of 

orders, in the long run, our technological advantages will be difficult to exert well, which will be detrimental to the 

long-term development of the enterprise…” (entrepreneur)

 • Value chain horizontal disintegration

“We outsource logistics, accounting, advertising and other businesses, and seek peer OEM for some low-margin and 

niche orders.” (entrepreneur)

Broad systematic 

thinking

Sustainable leadership

 • Translational skills

“By communicating with my peers and getting some suggestions for improvement, I conducted iterative experiments in 

the core segment to improve the process …” (entrepreneur)

Innovation and 

continuous improvement

 • Valuing employees

“I did not go to the workshop very often before, but later I paid more attention to this aspect. When I had the 

opportunity, I went to the workshop to communicate with the employees, to understand their demands and listen to 

their opinions and suggestions.” (entrepreneur)

 • Open to suggestions

“During regular company meetings, employee representatives are invited to participate and encouraged to speak, so that 

employees’ opinions can be listened to. Their opinions are constructive because they have front-line experience 

(entrepreneur)

Employees’ engagement

 • New market exploration

“With the improved performance of the products and timely delivery, some customers entrust us with their new product 

requirements, and the market share of some products has increased from the 30 to 70% now” (entrepreneur’s wife)

 • New product development

“Some customers have asked us to make some product assemblies, and they provide us with bases and copper wires to 

put the cores, coils and retainers together and tune them according to the parameters required.” (entrepreneur)

Opportunity seeking Strategic entrepreneurship

 • Achieve economies of scale

“Because of the large amount of our commonly used materials, sometimes we can get a little more discount than our 

peers in terms of price. When the supply is tight, we will be given priority to supply.” (entrepreneur’s wife)

 • Efficiency improvement

“In the past, there used to be a particularly large number of product types, and we were very slow in delivery and search 

and often fined for sending the wrong goods, but now it’s much better.” (warehouse manager interview).

 • Cost control

“Now the probability of mixing material has dropped significantly, reducing the labor cost of the secondary inspection of 

semi-finished products, and also reduces the unnecessary trouble; raw material procurement is very convenient, and the 

goods will be sent over as soon as we sent an information.” (entrepreneur’s wife)

Advantage seeking
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Meanwhile, the entrepreneur’s responsibility enables him to gain 
more identification from community members, who are willing to 
help his innovation activities. This not only helps entrepreneur to 
quickly grasp the ability of strip R&D, but also provides decision-
making reference for their strip production enterprise’s site 
selection and factory construction. Therefore, after systematic 
thinking, the entrepreneur made the decision to extend the value 
chain by transforming skills, upgrading technology, integrating 
resources and other SL approaches.

In 2016, the entrepreneur obtained investment information 
from a relative in Shandong. This information is about the 
investment promotion of Shandong Provincial Government for 
new energy and new materials innovation and entrepreneurship 
projects. Nanocrystalline soft magnetic strip material belongs 
to the new materials project, in line with the local investment 
promotion policy. If the project can apply to settle in the 
industrial park, it can enjoy policy support and tax incentives 
in terms of land, energy, finance, etc. The entrepreneur 
conducted a systematic evaluation of his raw material R&D 
project, and decided to apply for the establishment of a factory 
in Shandong.

“The power consumption during production is large, and 4 sets 
of high-power transformers need to be  installed to build a 
factory in Shanghai. The initial installation fee will cost more 
than 2 million, and other aspects such as land leasing and plant 
construction are also a big investment in Shanghai.” 
(entrepreneur)

Entrepreneur actively submitted project applications, and 
after a series of evaluations, he successfully obtained the admission 
qualification. In 2016, he chose the strategic entrepreneurial path 
of vertical integration of the value chain, and established a strip 
production enterprise CL Electronics in Weifang City, Shandong 
Province, focusing on the R&D and production of strips. The SL 
decision of the vertical integration of the value chain enables 
entrepreneur to meet their own production needs while effectively 
alleviating the concerns of peers, achieving sales and profit 
growth, sustainable corporate growth, and enhancing his own 
industry status. The more relevant representative materials are 
cited in Table 6.

Value chain vertical integration and SE
In the expansion stage, based on the Communitarian and 

Missionary hybrid identity, through a series of SL behaviors, the 
entrepreneur made sustainable decisions of the vertical integration 
of the value chain, which promoted the implementation of 
corporate SE. In this part, it will discuss the impact of value chain 
vertical integration, the SL behavior, on the opportunity seeking 
and advantage seeking of SE.

Value chain vertical integration has a positive impact on the 
opportunity seeking of the company. Firstly, vertical integration 
facilitates information sharing by weakening the motivation of 
knowledge misappropriation and better protecting the possession 

of information among the upstream and downstream enterprises. 
This enables PX Electronics to have more rights and channels to 
collect valid information from its own subsidiary, CL Electronics, 
instead of collecting information from less closely affiliated 
suppliers. This information can promote the technological 
advantages of enterprises to serve new product R&D activities and 
performance improvement experiments in various ways such as 
technology coupling and transfer, and promote the opportunity 
seeking of PX Electronics.

Secondly, the value chain vertical integration allows the 
expansion of the enterprise value network, enables the enterprise 
to reach more new customers and markets, helps the entrepreneur 
find new partners, develop new product marketing strategies and 
sales channels based on new customer needs and new market 
criteria, and facilitates opportunity seeking.

In the case of this paper, after the value chain integration, the 
enterprise continuously conducts performance improvement 
experiments through technical collaboration between upstream 
and downstream enterprises. At the same time, the entrepreneur 
actively seek advice from community members to learn advanced 
technologies and experiences, which effectively improve product 
performance through knowledge absorption, technology 
embedding and other means, and provide more support for 
product reputation dissemination and new customer acquisition. 
When CL Electronics was first established, it encountered 
difficulties in the purchase of accessories and product selection. 
The thickness of the strip could not be  effectively controlled 
during production, resulting in poor product stability, and due to 
the poor connection of various processes, the production capacity 
of the company could not be improved.

“Because strip production is closely related to high-temperature 
heating, the requirements for components are very high. As long 
as there is a problem with one piece, the furnace will be stopped. 
Later, we actively asked some peers for advice and learned from 
advanced enterprises. After that, we  shared the information 
we  obtained with the employees, and jointly carried out 
improvement experiments. Finally, the problem of adjusting the 
distance between the machine and the mold was solved, the 
quality of the strip was improved, and the raw material demand 
of the downstream enterprise PX Electronics has been 
ensured.”(entrepreneur)

At the same time, the entrepreneur compares the feedback 
from peers on the use of CL Electronics strips with their own 
experience to identify some common problems as a direction for 
further improvement. Through this continuous product 
performance improvement experiment, the product performance 
was significantly improved at the end of 2019. During the return 
visit, the entrepreneur said,

“At present, the optimal parameters of our products have 
reached the performance standards of similar products in 
Germany, but unfortunately have not yet been internationally 
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TABLE 6 Typical examples and coding results for the expansion stage (partial).

First-order concepts and typical examples cited Second-order themes Aggregate dimensions

 • Responding to community expectations

“Once, a peer said to me: ‘you have the technology and the production conditions, why not try to 

produce the strip yourself.’ After I came back, I started the relevant experiments…” (entrepreneur)

 • Industry ecology optimization

“There are fewer medium and high-grade strip suppliers, and there is no perfect bidding 

mechanism. Prices have risen year after year, profit margins have shrunk, and everyone can only 

passively accept…” (entrepreneur)

Hybrid Identity (Communitarian 

and missionary)

Entrepreneur’s social identity

 • Respond to social appeals

“Nanocrystalline soft tape is a new material project, which is in line with local investment 

promotion policies. If you can apply to settle in the industrial park, you can enjoy policy support 

and tax incentives in terms of land, energy, and finance.” (entrepreneur)

 • Energy saving

“In the transportation of magnetic cores, we use recyclable packaging boxes; improve the 

production process and reduce the emission of pollution” (entrepreneur)

 • Efficient use of resources

“We have improved the process of the heating furnace, optimized the process flow of the upper and 

lower links, and now the heat energy can be fully utilized, and the power loss has been improved.” 

(entrepreneur)

 • Regional economic development

“The local government is satisfied with the environmental protection measures such as sewage, dust 

and noise in our project application, and is optimistic about the expected benefits of the project and 

the development of the regional economy”(entrepreneur)

Corporate social responsibility Sustainable Leadership

 • Innovative experiments

“I kept collecting information, observing their (suppliers) process, purchasing raw materials for 

testing, and using produced strip samples for core production tests… Gradually mastered strip 

production technology”(entrepreneur)

 • Performance improvement experiments

“I compared the use of strips with the feedback from customers to find out some common problems 

as the direction of further improvement and keep improving the product 

performance”(entrepreneur)

 • Value chain vertical integration

“In 2016, we extended our technological advantages to the upstream raw material production 

chain and established a raw material processing enterprise in Shandong to focus on the R&D and 

production of strips” (entrepreneur)

Continuous learning and innovation

 • Market share expansion

“The relationship between upstream and downstream enterprises in this industry is relatively 

strong… Customers have a better overall impression of us, not only will they increase their share of 

purchases, but also introduce other customers and peers to buy your products”(entrepreneur’s wife)

 • Provision of new services

“We now have two customers asking us to provide product integration services, one for magnetic 

core assemblies and one for inductor assemblies… The number of new service types and new 

customers continues to rise.” (entrepreneur)

Opportunity seeking Strategic Entrepreneurship

 • Performance advantage

“At present, the optimal parameters of our products have already reached the performance 

standards of similar products in Germany… Now the products have entered the procurement 

catalog of a state-owned enterprise and have begun mass supply.” (entrepreneur)

 • Improve bargaining power

“In the past, in the procurement of raw materials, we basically passively accepted the price, now the 

company has more opportunities to know the relevant product prices in the industry. In the market 

negotiations, we also have more bargaining power”(entrepreneur)

Advantage seeking
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certified, and we have planned to do this certification in the next 
step. Now the products have entered the corporate procurement 
directory of a domestic aviation industry, and have begun mass 
supply.”(entrepreneur)

Vertical integration of the value chain also has a facilitating 
effect on the enterprise’s advantage search. First, the vertical 
integration to the upstream of the value chain based on 
technological advantages has improved the quality of raw 
materials and greatly relieved the situation of tight supply of 
raw materials. By improving the resource creation and control 
capabilities of enterprises, it can reduce transaction 
uncertainty and transaction costs, have obvious cost 
advantages, and also ensure timely supply. Secondly, the 
vertical integration to the upstream of the value chain reduces 
the technical barriers and communication barriers between 
the upstream and downstream, so that the upstream raw 
material production technology and the midstream product 
processing technology remain consistent and advanced, so 
that technological advantages can be quickly converted into 
commercial value.

The case code shows that the creation and production of CL 
Electronics has enabled PX Electronics to have more choices and 
autonomy in the selection of strips. “The strips in Shandong can 
be delivered as needed without occupying the expensive storage space 
in Shanghai,” which can reduce storage and logistics costs. At the 
same time, as there was no trust worry between upstream and 
downstream enterprises, the coordination efficiency was improved, 
and the communication cost and transaction costs were reduced. 
Moreover, upstream and downstream enterprises can not only share 
technologically advantageous resources, but also share costs in sales, 
advertising, marketing, etc., which allows the enterprise to gain cost 
advantages. There are certain strategic support advantages between 
upstream and downstream enterprises, which also enhances the 
industry status and market competitiveness of enterprises.

Through the analysis of qualitative materials, it can be found 
that in this stage, the founder actively responded to community 
concerns, enhanced social responsibility, completed vertical 
extension of the value chain through sustainable leadership 
behaviors such as deep learning and skill transformation, 
developed and produced high-quality strips, and alleviated the 
procurement dilemma faced by community members. This 
finding also echoes and sublimates the research conclusion of 
existing research that sustainable leadership, such as long-term 
perspective, corporate social responsibility (Avery and 
Bergsteiner, 2011), systemic innovation (Avery, 2005; Iqbal et al., 
2020), can promote creative problem-solving skills and deep 
learning (Wolff, 2020), etc., helps business managers balance 
short and long-term interests, and obtain overall benefits and 
sustainable growth at individual, company, and community 
levels. This case evidence also presents the foundation for future 
studies and a bridge associating prior research.

The relevant representative materials are cited in Table 6. Based 
on the above analysis, we propose the following propositions:

Proposition 3: In the expansion stage, the hybrid identity 
of entrepreneur enhances his sustainable leadership, which 
allows him to choose the path of value chain vertical 
integration to implement strategic entrepreneurial behavior.

Conclusion and discussion

Conclusion

This case evidence presents the foundation for future studies 
and a bridge associating prior research. Based on entrepreneurial 
identity theory and SL theory, this paper explores the path 
selection and behavioral mechanism of SE in technology-based 
family firms from the perspective of the evolution of 
entrepreneurial social identity. Particularly, this study explores 
and identifies the mediating effect of SL on the relationship 
between the social identity of the entrepreneur and SE. It promotes 
the application of SL in the strategic entrepreneurial activities of 
family businesses, and expands the research context of SL. Thus, 
the research provides theoretical basis and action guidelines for 
family firms to effectively cope with risks and challenges, to 
achieve wealth creation and sustainable growth in volatile 
economic times.

The case study found that at different stages of SE of 
technology-based family firms, entrepreneurs improved their 
own SL through the dynamic adjustment of their social identity 
types. This leadership enhancement enables entrepreneurs to 
carry out value chain disintegration and integration activities 
through the application, focus and extension of technological 
advantages. By doing so, entrepreneurs are able to advance the 
implementation of the company’s SE, and promote the 
sustainability of the company.

During the entrepreneurial planning stage, the entrepreneur 
identified entrepreneurial opportunities based on previous 
experience and self-evaluation. Through continuous learning and 
technology application, entrepreneurs actively built a legal and 
unique entrepreneurial identity, and completed the transition 
from employee identity to entrepreneur identity, which laid the 
foundation for the development of entrepreneurial activities.

In the early stage of entrepreneurship, due to the pressure of 
survival and highly uncertain resource constraints, entrepreneurs 
present a Darwinian social identity. The strategic entrepreneurial 
behavior and path chosen by the entrepreneur in this phase is 
resource acquisition. The entrepreneur acquires resource support 
from internal and external stakeholders through appropriate 
identity narratives and sustainable leadership approaches to 
facilitate the identification of entrepreneurial opportunities and 
the acquisition of competitive advantage, which in turn facilitates 
the implementation of strategic entrepreneurship and enables the 
firm to acquire sustainable growth. The main entrepreneurial 
motivation during this period was the creation of profitable 
enterprises to maximize economic benefits. Therefore, based on 
their own technological advantages, entrepreneurs, on the one 
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hand, are driven by their vision to obtain entrepreneurial support 
from their families and attract like-minded people to form 
entrepreneurial teams. On the other hand, based on common 
interests, entrepreneurs actively seek external stakeholders to 
obtain identification and resource support. By organically 
integrating the resource support from stakeholders with their 
own technology transformation capabilities, entrepreneurs can 
quickly complete the creation of their businesses and gain profits 
through a series of SL behaviors such as technology application, 
innovative cooperation models and rapid integration of resources.

In the growth stage, with the increase in business transactions, 
entrepreneurs and community members have more interest 
connections and symbiotic relationships, so the social identity of 
entrepreneur evolves into a Communitarian identity. In this 
stage, the strategic entrepreneurial behavior and path chosen by 
the entrepreneur is the value chain horizontal disintegrate. By 
outsourcing some non-core businesses, entrepreneurs focus on 
core businesses that leverage their technological strengths. 
Communitarian identity helps the entrepreneur gain the trust 
and support of external stakeholders. Long-term cooperation 
promotes the complementarity and division of labor among 
community members. This is because after the accumulation in 
the early stage of entrepreneurship, the foundation of mutually 
beneficial transactions between enterprises and community 
members has been formed, and a more standardized market 
transaction method has emerged, which provides more 
possibilities for cooperation among community members. Based 
on this situation and changes in the external environment, 
entrepreneurs, through systematic thinking, innovation and 
continuous improvement, carry out SL behaviors such as division 
of labor and complementary advantages among members. These 
behaviors are likely to allow the entrepreneurs to divest redundant 
resources and highlight technological advantages through the 
strategic entrepreneurial path of value chain horizontal 
disintegration, which helps enterprises to obtain innovation 
opportunities and competitive advantages and achieve sustainable  
growth.

During the expansion stage, entrepreneurs’ social identities 
presented a hybrid identity of Communitarian and Missionary. 
The strategic entrepreneurial behavior and path chosen by 
entrepreneurs in this phase is the vertical integration of the value 
chain. By expanding the application of technological advantages, 
the entrepreneur extends the value chain to the upstream raw 
material research and development link, enhancing the resilience 
of the enterprise’s raw material supply and its own industry 
competitiveness. During this period, on the one hand, the 
entrepreneur actively responded to the national call, paid 
attention to environmental protection and social benefits, and 
actively carried out energy conservation and emission reduction 
and green innovation activities; on the other hand, the 
entrepreneur actively responded to community concerns and 
raised his sense of responsibility. By utilizing the technological 
advantages to R&D strip materials, he  helped community 
members effectively deal with the dilemma of raw material 

procurement. The combination of the two identities enables 
entrepreneurs to continuously improve their SL through 
continuous learning, transitional skills, collaborative innovation 
and other activities. This prompts them to integrate external 
resources and expand their technological advantages through the 
strategic entrepreneurial path of vertical integration in the value 
chain, which enables them to search for entrepreneurial 
opportunities and competitive advantages.

The findings of this paper suggest that the entrepreneur’s 
subjective initiative and the multilevel identity of the 
entrepreneur play an important role in the SE process of 
technology-based family firms. Entrepreneurs can adjust the 
salience of different social identity types based on changes in 
the entrepreneurial context, and carry out SL behaviors 
through the evolution of social identities, thereby promoting 
the implementation of SE in the business.

The research finding also suggests that technology-based 
family firms can choose appropriate strategic entrepreneurial 
paths at different stages of entrepreneurship through SL 
approaches such as focusing and extending the technological 
advantages, with the goal of entrepreneurial opportunity 
seeking and strategic advantage seeking, to ultimately achieve 
value creation and sustainable development of the firm. The 
findings of this paper provide a new explanation for the choice 
of strategic entrepreneurial paths for technology-based family 
firms and bring new insights into the sustainable development 
of such family firms.

In particular, this study has employed sustainable 
leadership theory to link the social identity of the entrepreneur 
with strategic entrepreneurship. It applies SL to the study of 
strategic entrepreneurship in family businesses, expanding the 
research context of sustainable leadership theory. The research 
finds that the SL of entrepreneurs plays an important role in the 
implementation of firms’ strategic entrepreneurial activities. 
The study also expands the application of SL in family firms 
entrepreneurial activities and explores the triggers of 
sustainable leadership at different stages of entrepreneurship, 
which responds to the call for in-depth research on SL by 
scholars such as Burawat (2019), Hallinger and Suriyankietkaew 
(2018), and Iqbal et al. (2018, 2020, 2021), and expands the 
research related to SL behavior.

Theoretical contribution

Existing studies have formed valuable research results on 
entrepreneurial identity, SL, and family firm SE. Based on these 
studies, the marginal contributions of this paper mainly include 
the following aspects:

First, this study provides a new explanatory framework for the 
path selection mechanism of SE in family firms. The study on SE in 
family firms have been discussed from the perspectives of resource 
orchestration (Chirico et al., 2011), inter-generational succession 
(Lee et  al., 2019), family involvement (Bendig et  al., 2020), 
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internationalization strategy (Arregle et al., 2017; Zahra, 2020) and 
so on. Through the literature review, it is found that SE has a 
positive impact on the performance, strategic change, 
transformation, upgrading and sustained growth of family firms. 
However, the implementation paths and behavioral mechanisms of 
SE in family firms have not been thoroughly explored, which may 
make it difficult for existing theories to provide effective and clear 
action guidance for SE in family firms, and firms’ managers do not 
know how to promote their SE at different stages. Based on the 
social identity theory of entrepreneurs (Fauchart and Gruber, 2011; 
Powell and Baker, 2014; Wry and York, 2019), this paper follows the 
logical paradigm of “antecedent-behavior-outcome” and constructs 
a strategic entrepreneurial path model for technology-based family 
businesses from the perspective of dynamic identity evolution. The 
mechanism of strategic entrepreneurial path selection and 
behavioral mechanism of technology-based family firms in 
different entrepreneurial contexts are explained. By doing so, it 
bridges the gap of existing studies on strategic entrepreneurial paths 
of family firms and provides a theoretical framework for future 
empirical research and theory development.

Secondly, this study responds to the call for in-depth research 
on SL by scholars such as Burawat (2019), Hallinger and 
Suriyankietkaew (2018), and Iqbal et al. (2018, 2020, 2021), and 
expands the research related to SL behavior. This study finds that 
the SL of entrepreneurs plays an important role in the 
implementation of firms’ strategic entrepreneurial activities, and 
expands the application of SL in family firms entrepreneurial 
activities. The research also found that entrepreneurs can improve 
their SL through activities such as differentiated perception, value 
chain management, continuous learning and resource 
orchestration, which help firms perceive opportunities, acquire 
and construct internal and external resource in dynamic 
situations. Therefore, this study expands the application of SL in 
family firms wealth creation and sustainable growth, conducts an 
extended analysis of SL behaviors, and deepens the theoretical 
connotation of SL.

Furthermore, this paper enriches the research on the 
entrepreneurial social identity literature. This study responds to 
scholars’ calls for research on the multiplicity and dynamics of 
entrepreneurial identity (Powell and Baker, 2014, 2017; Pan et al., 
2019; Mmbaga et al., 2020), clarifies the dynamic evolution of 
entrepreneurial social identity with changes in entrepreneurial 
contexts, and explores the impact mechanisms of the evolution 
of entrepreneurial social identity on entrepreneurial behavior, 
which expands relevant research on entrepreneurial identity 
theory, and also provides a useful exploration of the subjective 
motivation of entrepreneurs in SE.

Managerial implications

This article can provide managerial implications for wealth 
creation and sustainable growth of family firms. First, this study 
finds that with the context changing, entrepreneurs should timely 

adjust the salience of various social identity types, this identity 
dynamics affects their strategic decisions and entrepreneurial  
behaviors.

Therefore, for entrepreneurs, it is important to manage their 
entrepreneurial identity in different stages, dynamically adjust 
the salience of every identity, adopt effective management 
approaches to carry out entrepreneurial activities (such as SL), 
in order to achieve wealth creation and sustainable growth of 
the enterprise. In the entrepreneurial planning stage, 
entrepreneurs should systematically think about their own 
advantages, the opportunity traits and industry characteristics, 
choose the domains that can leverage their advantages for 
entrepreneurship, and actively build a legitimately distinctive 
entrepreneurial identity. In the initial stage, entrepreneurs can 
focus on entrepreneurial resource acquisition, team building, 
and opportunity identification based on Darwinian social 
identity, and strive for identification and resource support from 
more potential stakeholders with shared vision and interest 
claims, so that the enterprise can gain entrepreneurial 
legitimacy and enter the market smoothly and obtain economic 
benefits quickly. In the growth stage, entrepreneurs can focus 
on their own advantageous domains through the division of 
labor and complementarity among community members based 
on Communitarian identity, continue to carry out iterative 
experiments, seek to improve product performance, upgrade 
technological advantages, and optimize the allocation of key 
resources, in order to promote the enterprise’s opportunity 
seeking and advantage seeking. During the expansion stage, 
entrepreneurs can seek diversified development and promote 
the implementation of SE through vertical integration of the 
value chain and expansion of the advantageous areas based on 
the Communitarian and Missionary hybrid identities or other 
types of identity.

Second, the mediating role of SL in the relationship between 
entrepreneurial identity and SE suggests that in practice, 
entrepreneurs should be able to choose SL behaviors that match 
the entrepreneurial opportunity seeking and competitive 
advantage seeking according to specific periods and situational 
changes. In this way, it can achieve resource acquisition and 
effective allocation to avoid risks, obtain stable returns and 
sustainable competitive advantages.

Third, for policy makers, when formulating supportive 
policies related to entrepreneurship, they should not only 
consider factors such as products, technologies and markets of 
entrepreneurial enterprises, but also should pay more attentions 
to the construction of the institutional environment. It is 
necessary to consider the development stage of entrepreneurial 
enterprises, especially the identity characteristics of 
entrepreneurs, so as to introduce more targeted financial and 
tax policies. Through active policy guidance and incentives, it 
is possible to promote technological upgrading, technological 
transformation, reform and innovation of entrepreneurial 
enterprises to achieve sustainable and healthy development of 
the industry.

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.903927
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org


Liu et al. 10.3389/fpsyg.2022.903927

Frontiers in Psychology 23 frontiersin.org

Limitations and future research

Despite the abovementioned contribution, this study has 
several limitations that open new research opportunities. First of 
all, this paper adopted a single case study, so the external validity 
of the proposed theoretical proposition and model needs to 
be further tested. In the future, multiple case studies or a statistical 
large-sample empirical research ought to be conducted to improve 
the proposition and further verify the validity of the conclusion; 
Secondly, this study only discusses the role of mediating variables 
and does not consider the moderating effect. Future research ought 
to consider the moderating effects of contextual factors such as 
environmental dynamics, resource constraints, and the stability of 
interest linkages between stakeholders. Furthermore, this study 
chose technology-based family business as the research object. 
Whether the conclusions are valid for other types of enterprises 
also needs further research. In the future, cross-industry research 
can be  conducted to improve the applicability of the 
research conclusions.

Data availability statement

The original contributions presented in the study are included 
in the article/supplementary material, further inquiries can 
be directed to the corresponding author.

Author contributions

GL and QY developed the research project, conducted the field 
study, and reviewed the literature. QY, GL, and LZ carried out the 

data analysis and reviewed and edited the manuscript. All authors 
contributed to the article and approved the submitted version.

Funding

This research was funded by the National Social Science 
Foundation of China (no. 17BGL030).

Acknowledgments

The authors wish to express their sincerest thanks to the 
editors and referees for their constructive comments and 
suggestions on the paper.

Conflict of interest

The authors declare that the research was conducted in the 
absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could 
be construed as a potential conflict of interest.

Publisher’s note

All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the 
authors and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated 
organizations, or those of the publisher, the editors and the 
reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in this article, or 
claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or 
endorsed by the publisher.

References
Acemoglu, D., Griffith, R., Aghion, P., and Zilibotti, F. (2010). Vertical integration  

and  technology: theory and evidence. J. Eur. Econ. Assoc. 8, 989–1033. doi: 10.1111/
j.1542-4774.2010.tb00546.x

Akerlof, G. A. (2011). “Foreword,” in The new psychology of leadership: Identity, 
influence and power. eds. S. A. Haslam, S. D. Reicher and M. J. Platow (Hove, UK: 
Psychology Press), 19–24.

Akerlof, G. A., and Kranton, R. E. (2010). Identity economics: How our  
identities shape our work, wages, and well-being. Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press.

Arregle, J., Duran, P., and Hitt, M. (2017). Why is family firms 
internationalization unique? A meta-analysis. Entrep. Theory Pract. 41, 801–831. 
doi: 10.1111/etap.12246

Ashforth Blake, E., Schinoff, B. S., and Brickson, S. L. (2020). “My company is 
friendly” “Mine’s a rebel”: anthropomorphism and shifting organizational  
identity from “what” to “who”. Acad. Manage. Rev. 45, 29–57. doi: 10.5465/amr. 
2016.0496

Avery, G. C. (2005). Leadership for sustainable futures: Achieving success in a 
competitive world. London: Edward Elgar.

Avery, G., and Bergsteiner, H. (2011). How BMW successfully practices sustainable 
leadership principles. Strat. Leader. 39, 11–18. doi: 10.1108/10878571111176583

Avery, G., and Bergsteiner, H. (2016). Sufficiency thinking: Thailand’s gift to an 
unsustainable world. Sydney, Australia: Allen & Unwin.

Awan, U., and Khan, S. A. R. (2021). Moderating role of sustainable leadership in 
buyer-supplier relationships: a supply chain performance: an empirical study. 
LogForum 17, 97–112. doi: 10.17270/J.LOG.2021.546

Barreto, N. B., and Hogg, M. A. (2017). Evaluation of and support for group 
prototypical leaders: a meta-analysis of twenty years of empirical research. Soc. Influ. 
12, 41–55. doi: 10.1080/15534510.2017.1316771

Bendig, D. J., Foege, J. N., Endriß, S., and Brettel, M. (2020). The effect of family 
involvement on innovation outcomes: the moderating role of board social capital. 
J. Prod. Innov. Manag. 37, 249–272. doi: 10.1111/jpim.12522

Boellis, A., Mariotti, S., Minichilli, A., and Piscitello, L. (2016). Family involvement 
and firms’ establishment mode choice in foreign markets. J. Int. Bus. Stud. 47, 
929–950. doi: 10.1057/jibs.2016.23

Brändle, L., Berger, E. S., Golla, S., and Kuckertz, A. (2018). I am what I am-how 
nascent entrepreneurs social identity affects their entrepreneurial self-efficacy. J. Bus. 
Ventur. Insights 9, 17–23. doi: 10.1016/j.jbvi.2017.12.001

Brush, C. G., Greene, P. G., and Hart, M. M. (2001). From initial idea to unique 
advantage: the entrepreneurial challenge of constructing a resource base. Acad. 
Manag. Execut. 15, 64–78. doi: 10.5465/ame.2001.4251394

Burawat, P. (2019). The relationships among transformational leadership, 
sustainable leadership, lean manufacturing and sustainability performance in Thai 
SMEs manufacturing industry. Int. J. Qual Rel. Manag. 36, 1014–1036. doi: 10.1108/
IJQRM-09-2017-0178

Busenitz, L. W., Plummer, L. A., Klotz, A. C., Shahzad, A., and Rhoads, K. (2014). 
Entrepreneurship research (1985-2009) and the emergence of opportunities. 
Entrepreneursh. Theory Pract. 38, 1–20. doi: 10.1111/etap.12120

Chirico, F., Sirmon, D., Sciascia, S., and Mazzola, P. (2011). Resource orchestration 
in family firms: investigating how entrepreneurial orientation, generational 
involvement, and participative strategy affect performance. Strateg. Entrep. J. 5, 
307–326. doi: 10.1002/sej.121

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.903927
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1542-4774.2010.tb00546.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1542-4774.2010.tb00546.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/etap.12246
https://doi.org/10.5465/amr.2016.0496
https://doi.org/10.5465/amr.2016.0496
https://doi.org/10.1108/10878571111176583
https://doi.org/10.17270/J.LOG.2021.546
https://doi.org/10.1080/15534510.2017.1316771
https://doi.org/10.1111/jpim.12522
https://doi.org/10.1057/jibs.2016.23
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbvi.2017.12.001
https://doi.org/10.5465/ame.2001.4251394
https://doi.org/10.1108/IJQRM-09-2017-0178
https://doi.org/10.1108/IJQRM-09-2017-0178
https://doi.org/10.1111/etap.12120
https://doi.org/10.1002/sej.121


Liu et al. 10.3389/fpsyg.2022.903927

Frontiers in Psychology 24 frontiersin.org

Chrisman, J. J., and Patel, P. C. (2012). Variations in R&D investments of family 
and nonfamily firms: behavioral agency and myopic loss aversion perspectives. 
Acad. Manage. J. 55, 976–997. doi: 10.5465/amj.2011.0211

Clinton, E., McAdam, M., and Gamble, J. R. (2018). Transgenerational 
entrepreneurial family firms: an examination of the business model construct. J. Bus. 
Res. 90, 269–285. doi: 10.1016/j.jbusres.2018.04.032

Corbin, J., and Strauss, A. (2015). Basics of qualitative research: Techniques and 
procedures for developing grounded theory. 4th Edn. SAGE Publications, Inc.

Dess, G. G., and Lumpkin, G. T. (2005). The role of entrepreneurial orientation in 
stimulating effective corporate entrepreneurship. Acad. Manag. Perspect. 19, 
147–156. doi: 10.5465/ame.2005.15841975

Di Fabio, A. (2017). The psychology of sustainability and sustainable development 
for well-being in organizations. Front. Psychol. 8:1534. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2017.01534

Eisenhardt, K. M. (1989). Building theories from case study research. Acad. 
Manage. Rev. 14, 532–550. doi: 10.2307/258557

Eisenhardt, K. M., and Graebner, M. E. (2007). Theory building from cases: opportunities 
and challenges. Acad. Manage. J. 50, 25–32. doi: 10.5465/amj.2007.24160888

Fable, N., Jorna, R., and Van Engelen, J. (2005). The sustainability of sustainability - a 
study into  the conceptual foundations of the notion of the notion of sustainability. J. 
Environ. Assess. Policy Manag. 7, 1–33. doi: 10.1142/S1464333205001955

Fauchart, E., and Gruber, M. (2011). Darwinians, communitarians, and 
missionaries: the role of founder identity in entrepreneurship. Acad. Manage. J. 54, 
935–957. doi: 10.5465/amj.2009.0211

Ferdig, M. A. (2007). Sustainability leadership: co-creating a sustainable future. J. 
Change. Manage. 7, 25–35. doi: 10.1080/14697010701233809

Gerard, L., McMillan, J., and Annunzio-Green, N. (2017). Conceptualising sustainable 
leadership. Ind. Commer. Train. 49, 116–126. doi: 10.1108/ICT-12-2016-0079

Gjerde, S., and Ladegård, G. (2019). Leader role crafting and the functions of leader 
role identities. J. Leadersh. Organ. Stud. 26, 44–59. doi: 10.1177/1548051818774553

Gruber, M., and MacMillan, I. C. (2017). Entrepreneurial behavior: a 
reconceptualization and extension based on identity theory. Strateg. Entrep. J. 11, 
271–286. doi: 10.1002/sej.1262

Hallinger, P., and Suriyankietkaew, S. (2018). Science mapping of the knowledge 
base on sustainable leadership, 1990-2018. Sustainability 10:4846. doi: 10.3390/
su10124846

Hargreaves, A., and Fink, D. (2012). Sustainable leadership (Vol. 6). San Francisco: 
Wiley & Sons Books.

Haslam, S. A., Steffens, N. K., Peters, K., Boyce, R. A., Mallett, C. J., and Fransen, K. 
(2017). A social identity approach to leadership development: The 5R program.  J. 
Pers. Psychol. doi: 10.1027/1866-5888/a000176

Hitt, M. A., Ireland, R. D., Camp, S. M., and Sexton, D. L. (2001). Strategic 
entrepreneurship: strategies for wealth creation. Strateg. Manag. J. 22, 479–491. doi: 
10.1002/smj.196

Hitt, M. A., Ireland, R. D., Sirmon, D. G., and Trahms, C. A. (2011). Strategic 
entrepreneurship: creating value for individuals, organizations, and society. Acad. 
Manag. Perspect. 25, 57–75. doi: 10.5465/AMP.2011.61020802

Hogg, M. A., and Terry, D. (2000). Social identity and self-categorization processes 
in organizational contexts. Acad. Manage. Rev. 25, 121–140. doi: 10.5465/
amr.2000.2791606

Hogg, M. A., van Knippenberg, D., and Rast, D. E. (2012). The social identity theory 
of leadership: theoretical origins, research findings, and conceptual developments. Eur. 
Rev. Soc. Psychol. 23, 258–304. doi: 10.1080/10463283.2012.741134

Hughes, M., Hughes, P., Morgan, R. E., Hodgkinson, I. R., and Lee, U. Y. (2021). 
Strategic entrepreneurship behaviour and the innovation ambidexterity of young 
technology-based firms in incubators. Int. Small Bus. J. 39, 202–227. doi: 
10.1177/0266242620943776

Iqbal, Q., and Ahmad, N. H. (2020). Sustainable development: The colors of 
sustainable leadership in learning organization. Sustain. Dev. 29, 108–119. doi: 
10.1002/sd.2135

Iqbal, Q., Ahmad, N. H., and Ahmad, B. (2018). Enhancing sustainable 
performance through job characteristics via workplace spirituality: a study on SMEs. 
J. Sci. Technol. Policy. Manag. 12, 463–490. doi: 10.1108/JSTPM-02-2018-0022

Iqbal, Q., Ahmad, N. H., and Halim, H. A. (2020). How does sustainable 
leadership influence sustainable performance? Empirical evidence from selected 
ASEAN countries. SAGE Open 10, 215824402096939–215824402096916. doi: 
10.1177/2158244020969394

Iqbal, Q., Ahmad, N. H., and Li, Z. (2021). Frugal-based innovation model for 
sustainable development: technological and market turbulence. Leadership. Org. 
Dev. J. 42, 396–407. doi: 10.1108/LODJ-06-2020-0256

Iqbal, Q., and Piwowar-Sulej, K. (2022). Sustainable leadership, environmental 
turbulence, resilience, and employees wellbeing in SMEs. Front. Psychol. 13:939389. 
doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2022.939389

Ireland, R. D., Hitt, M. A., and Sirmon, D. G. (2003). A model of strategic 
entrepreneurship: the construct and its dimensions. J. Manage. 29, 963–989. doi: 
10.1016/S0149-2063(03)00086-2

Ireland, R. D., and Webb, J. W. (2007). Strategic entrepreneurship: creating 
competitive advantage through streams of innovation. Bus. Horiz. 50, 49–59. doi: 
10.1016/j.bushor.2006.06.002

Ireland, R. D., and Webb, J. W. (2009). Crossing the great divide of strategic 
entrepreneurship: transitioning between exploration and exploitation. Bus. Horiz. 
52, 469–479. doi: 10.1016/j.bushor.2009.05.002

Lee, J. S. K., Zhao, G., and Lu, F. (2019). The effect of value congruence between 
founder and successor on Successor’s willingness: the mediating role of the founder-
successor relationship. Fam. Bus. Rev. 32, 259–276. doi: 10.1177/0894486519840248

Leitch, C. M., and Harrison, R. T. (2016). Identity, identity formation and identity 
work in entrepreneurship: conceptual developments and empirical applications. 
Entrep. Reg. Dev. 28, 177–190. doi: 10.1080/08985626.2016.1155740

Luke, B., and Verreynne, M. (2006). Exploring strategic entrepreneurship in the 
public sector. Qual. Res. Account. Manag. 3, 4–26. doi: 10.1108/11766090610659724

Mazzeii, M. J.,  Ketchen, D. J. Jr., and Shook, C. L. (2017). Understanding strategic 
entrepreneurship: a theoretical toolbox approach. Int. Entrep. Manag. J. 13, 631–663. 
doi: 10.1007/s11365-016-0419-2

McCann, J. T., and Holt, R. A. (2010). Servant and sustainable leadership: an 
analysis in the manufacturing environment. Int. J. Manag. Pract. 4, 134–148. doi: 
10.1504/IJMP.2010.033691

McCann, J., and Sweet, M. (2013). The perceptions of ethical and sustainable 
leadership. J. Bus. Ethics. 121, 373–383. doi: 10.1007/s10551-013-1704-4

Mmbaga, N. A., Mathias, B. D., Williams, D. W., and Cardon, M. S. (2020). A 
review of and future agenda for research on identity in entrepreneurship. J. Bus. 
Ventur. 35, 106049–106025. doi: 10.1016/j.jbusvent.2020.106049

Murnieks, C. Y., Cardon, M. S., Sudek, R., White, T. D., and Brookse, W. T. (2016). 
Drawn to the fire: the role of passion, tenacity and inspirational leadership in angel 
investing. J. Bus. Ventur. 31, 468–484. doi: 10.1016/j.jbusvent.2016.05.002

Navis, C., and Glynn, M. A. (2011). Legitimate distinctiveness and the 
entrepreneurial identity: influence on investor judgments of new venture plausibility. 
Acad. Manage. Rev. 36, 479–499. doi: 10.5465/AMR.2011.61031809

Nelson, T., and Constantinidis, C. (2017). Sex and gender in family firms 
succession research: a review and forward agenda from a social construction 
perspective. Fam. Firms Rev. 30, 219–241. doi: 10.1177/0894486517715390

Pan, N. D., Gruber, M., and Binder, J. (2019). Painting with all the colors: the value 
of social identity theory for understanding social entrepreneurship. Acad. Manage. 
Rev. 44, 213–215. doi: 10.5465/amr.2017.0504

Pettigrew, A. M. (1990). Longitudinal field research on change: theory and 
practice. Organ. Sci. 1, 267–292. doi: 10.1287/orsc.1.3.267

Platow, M. J., Haslam, S. A., Reicher, S. D., and Steffens, N. K. (2015). There is no 
leadership if no one follows: why leadership is necessarily a group process. Int. 
Coach. Psychol. Rev. 10, 20–37. doi: 10.1177/1088868316656701

Porck, J. P., van Knippenberg, D., Tarakci, M., Ates, N. Y., Groenen, P. J. F., and de 
Haas, M. (2018). Do Group and organizational identification help or hurt intergroup 
strategic consensus. J. Manag. 46, 234–260. doi: 10.1177/0149206318788434

Powell, E., and Baker, T. (2014). It’s what you make of it: founder identity and 
enacting strategic responses to adversity. Acad. Manage. J. 57, 1406–1433. doi: 
10.5465/amj.2012.0454

Powell, E., and Baker, T. (2017). In the beginning: identity processes and 
organizing in multi-founder nascent ventures. Acad. Manage. J. 60, 2381–2414. doi: 
10.5465/amj.2015.0175

Rydehell, H. (2020). Stakeholder roles in business model development in new 
technology-based firms. Int. J. Innov. Manag. 24:2050031. doi: 10.1142/S1363919620500310

Sahai, A., and Mahapatra, M. (2020). Subjective well-being at workplace: a review 
on its implications. J. Crit. Rev. 7, 807–810.

Salmi, I., Perttula, J., and Syväjärvi, A. (2014). Positive leadership and experiences 
explaining workers well-being in knowledge-intensive organisation. Polar J. 4, 
52–68. doi: 10.1080/2154896X.2014.913929

Schindehutte, M., and Morris, M. H. (2009). Advancing strategic entrepreneurship 
research: the role of complexity science in shifting the paradigm. Entrep. Theory 
Pract. 33, 241–276. doi: 10.1111/j.1540-6520.2008.00288.x

Shepherd, D., and Haynie, J. M. (2009). Family business, identity conflict, and 
an expedited entrepreneurial process: a process of resolving identity conflict. 
Entrep. Theory Pract. 33, 1245–1264. doi: 10.1111/j.1540-6520.2009.00344.x

Sieger, P., Gruber, M., Fauchart, E., and Zellweger, T. (2016). Measuring the social 
identity of entrepreneurs: scale development and international validation. J. Bus. 
Ventur. 31, 542–572. doi: 10.1016/j.jbusvent.2016.07.001

Simsek, Z., Heavey, C., and Fox, B. C. (2017). (meta-) framing strategic 
entrepreneurship. Strateg. Organ. 15, 504–518. doi: 10.1177/1476127017711720

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.903927
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://doi.org/10.5465/amj.2011.0211
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2018.04.032
https://doi.org/10.5465/ame.2005.15841975
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2017.01534
https://doi.org/10.2307/258557
https://doi.org/10.5465/amj.2007.24160888
https://doi.org/10.1142/S1464333205001955
https://doi.org/10.5465/amj.2009.0211
https://doi.org/10.1080/14697010701233809
https://doi.org/10.1108/ICT-12-2016-0079
https://doi.org/10.1177/1548051818774553
https://doi.org/10.1002/sej.1262
https://doi.org/10.3390/su10124846
https://doi.org/10.3390/su10124846
https://doi.org/10.1027/1866-5888/a000176
https://doi.org/10.1002/smj.196
https://doi.org/10.5465/AMP.2011.61020802
https://doi.org/10.5465/amr.2000.2791606
https://doi.org/10.5465/amr.2000.2791606
https://doi.org/10.1080/10463283.2012.741134
https://doi.org/10.1177/0266242620943776
https://doi.org/10.1002/sd.2135
https://doi.org/10.1108/JSTPM-02-2018-0022
https://doi.org/10.1177/2158244020969394
https://doi.org/10.1108/LODJ-06-2020-0256
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.939389
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0149-2063(03)00086-2
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bushor.2006.06.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bushor.2009.05.002
https://doi.org/10.1177/0894486519840248
https://doi.org/10.1080/08985626.2016.1155740
https://doi.org/10.1108/11766090610659724
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11365-016-0419-2
https://doi.org/10.1504/IJMP.2010.033691
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-013-1704-4
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusvent.2020.106049
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusvent.2016.05.002
https://doi.org/10.5465/AMR.2011.61031809
https://doi.org/10.1177/0894486517715390
https://doi.org/10.5465/amr.2017.0504
https://doi.org/10.1287/orsc.1.3.267
https://doi.org/10.1177/1088868316656701
https://doi.org/10.1177/0149206318788434
https://doi.org/10.5465/amj.2012.0454
https://doi.org/10.5465/amj.2015.0175
https://doi.org/10.1142/S1363919620500310
https://doi.org/10.1080/2154896X.2014.913929
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-6520.2008.00288.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-6520.2009.00344.x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusvent.2016.07.001
https://doi.org/10.1177/1476127017711720


Liu et al. 10.3389/fpsyg.2022.903927

Frontiers in Psychology 25 frontiersin.org

Slankis, E. (2006). Sustainable thinking, sustainable leadership-the new E.Q. 
leadership. Available at: http://www.rayberndtson.com/

Smith, P., Haslam, S. A., and Nielsen, J. F. (2018). In search of identity leadership: 
emergent influence in an interorganizational R&D team. Organ. Stud. 39, 
1425–1447. doi: 10.1177/0170840617727781

Stets, J. E., and Burke, P. J. (2000). Identity theory and social identity theory. Soc. 
Psychol. Q. 63, 224–237. doi: 10.2307/2695870

Strauss, A., and Corbin, J., (1998). Basics of qualitative research (2nd ed.).Thousand 
Oaks, CA: Sage.

Suriyankietkaew, S., and Avery, G. (2016). Sustainable leadership practices driving 
financial performance: Empirical evidence from Thai SMEs. Sustainability 
8:8040327. doi: 10.3390/su8040327

Tajfel, H., and Turner, J. C. (1979). “An integrative theory of intergroup conflict,” 
in The social psychology of intergroup relations. eds. W. G. Austin and S. Worchel 
(Monterey, CA: Brooks-Cole).

Turner, J. C. (2005). Examining the nature of power: a three-process theory. Eur. 
J. Soc. Psychol. 35, 1–22. doi: 10.1002/ejsp.244

Turner, J. C., Hogg, M. A., Oakes, P. J., Reicher, S. D., and Wetherell, M. S. (1987). 
Rediscovering the social group: A self-categorization theory. Cambridge, MA: 
Basil Blackwell.

van Dick, R., and Kerschreiter, R. (2016). The social identity approach to effective 
leadership: an overview and some ideas on cross-cultural generalizability. Front. Bus. 
Res. China 10, 363–384. doi: 10.3868/s070-005-016-0013-3

Van Dick, R., Lemoine, J. E., Steffens, N. K., Kerschreiter, R., Akfirat, S. A., 
Avanzi, L., et al. (2018). Identity leadership going global: validation of the identity 
leadership inventory across 20 countries. J. Occup. Organ. Psychol. 91, 697–728. doi: 
10.1111/joop.12223

Webb, J. W., Ketchen, D. J., and Ireland, R. D. (2010). Strategic entrepreneurship 
within family-controlled firms: opportunities and challenges. J. Fam. Bus. Strat. 1, 
67–77. doi: 10.1016/j.jfbs.2010.04.002

Withers, M. C., Ireland, R. D., and Miller, D. (2018). Competitive landscape shifts: 
the influence of strategic entrepreneurship on shifts in market commonality. Acad. 
Manage. Rev. 43, 349–370. doi: 10.5465/amr.2016.0157

Wolff, P. J. (2020). “Adventure cards, process wheels, and a vision for digital 
storytelling: Learning from Leonardo,” in Universities as Living Labs for Sustainable 
Development. World Sustainability Series. (Cham: Springer), 417–433.

Wry, T., and York, J. G. (2019). Blended colors or black and white? Avoiding 
dichotomous thinking in identity and entrepreneurship. Acad. Manage. Rev. 44, 
215–219. doi: 10.5465/amr.2018.0111

Yin, R. K. (2014). Case study research: Design and methods (5th edtn.). CA: Sage 
Publications Inc.

Zahra, S. A. (2020). Technological capabilities and international expansion: the 
moderating role of family and non-family firms’ social capital. Asia. Pac. J. Manag. 
37, 391–415. doi: 10.1007/s10490-018-9607-7

Zuzul, T., and Tripsas, M. (2020). Start-up inertia versus flexibility: the role of founder 
identity in a nascent industry. Adm. Sci. Q. 65, 395–433. doi: 10.1177/0001839219843486

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.903927
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
http://www.rayberndtson.com/
https://doi.org/10.1177/0170840617727781
https://doi.org/10.2307/2695870
https://doi.org/10.3390/su8040327
https://doi.org/10.1002/ejsp.244
https://doi.org/10.3868/s070-005-016-0013-3
https://doi.org/10.1111/joop.12223
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jfbs.2010.04.002
https://doi.org/10.5465/amr.2016.0157
https://doi.org/10.5465/amr.2018.0111
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10490-018-9607-7
https://doi.org/10.1177/0001839219843486

	Relations between entrepreneur’s social identity and strategic entrepreneurship: Sustainable leadership as mediator
	Introduction
	Literature review
	Entrepreneur’s social identity
	Identity and leadership
	Sustainable leadership
	Strategic entrepreneurship and family firm SE
	Research review

	Materials and methods
	Method and case selection
	Method selection
	Case selection
	Case company
	PX electronics
	The staged characteristics of case company
	The entrepreneurial planning stage (2006–2008)
	The initial stage (2008–2011)
	The entrepreneurial growth stage (2011–2015)
	The expansion stage (from 2016 to date)
	Data collection and processing
	Data collection
	Interviews
	On-site observations and conversation
	The documents
	Data processing

	Case analysis
	Coding
	Open coding
	Axis coding
	Entrepreneur’s social identity
	Sustainable leadership
	Strategic entrepreneurship
	Selective coding
	Saturation test

	Finding
	Entrepreneurial identity construction (the entrepreneurial planning stage: 2006–2008)
	Entrepreneur’s Darwinian identity, SL and SE (the initial stage: 2008–2011)
	Entrepreneur’s Darwinian identity and SL
	SL and SE in initial stage
	Entrepreneur communitarian identity, SL and SE (the growth stage: 2011–2015)
	Entrepreneur communitarian identity and SL
	Sustainable leadership and strategic entrepreneurship in growth stage
	Entrepreneur’s communitarian and missionary hybrid identity, SL and SE (the expansion stage: 2016 to date)
	The formation of communitarian and missionary hybrid identity
	Hybrid identity, sustainable leadership, and value chain vertical integration
	Value chain vertical integration and SE

	Conclusion and discussion
	Conclusion
	Theoretical contribution
	Managerial implications
	Limitations and future research

	Data availability statement
	Author contributions
	Funding
	Conflict of interest
	Publisher’s note

	References

