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Abstract:  

This article aims to critically examine the media's treatment of digital entrepreneurship. To 

that end, it describes the paradigm from which journalists develop their ideas about digital 

start-ups and internet entrepreneurs. The answers that we obtained from 129 journalists 

revealed three main results. First, we observed that there is a kind of uniformity of opinion 

among journalists. Second, we uncovered a discrepancy between the convictions of the media 

and the observations of research in management sciences. Lastly, we demonstrated that the 

inaccuracies in some articles in the press are consciously conveyed and accepted by the 

journalists. Our article includes a number of discussions to comprehend the impact of these 

observations on the behavior and actions of stakeholders in the entrepreneurial ecosystem.   
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In the space of a few years, digital entrepreneurship has established itself as an area of major 

importance to the economic, social, political and educational world.
1
 It therefore goes without 

saying that online entrepreneurs and digital start-ups have been the focus of intense media 

attention over the same period.  

 

Surprisingly, the media's treatment of digital entrepreneurship has not been critically 

evaluated by management science researchers, yet an in-depth study of the tone of the 

narrative conveyed by journalists about start-ups appears worthwhile given the vital role of 

journalists in the entrepreneurial ecosystem.  

 

The media influence the entrepreneurial intentions of project initiators. Entrepreneurial 

intentions are the reasons that drive business creators to start a business. Empirical research in 

this area has shown that entrepreneurial intentions may be influenced by the tendency of the 

project initiator to want to take risks,
2
 by their experience,

3
 by their prior completion of a 

business start-up course,
4
 by their desire to increase their income,

5
 as well as by their gender,

6
 

age
7
 and level of education

8
. Other researchers have taken a more conceptual approach to the 

matter by attempting to model entrepreneurial intentions.
9
 They support the theory that 

entrepreneurship may be affected by several variables,
10

 specifically the project initiator's 

                                                           
1
 Verzat (Caroline), Trindade-Chadeau (Angélica) and Toutain (Olivier), Promesses et réalités de l’entrepreneuriat des 

jeunes, Angora Débats/Jeunesses, 2017, Vol. 1, no. 75, pp. 57-72. 
 

2
 Estay (Christophe), Durrieu (François) and Akhter (Manzoom), Entrepreneurship: From motivation to start-up, Journal of 

International Entrepreneurship, 2013, Vol. 11, no. 3, pp. 243-267. 
 

3
 Siu (Wai-Sum) and Lo (Eric Siu-Chung), Cultural Contingency in the Cognitive Model of Entrepreneurial Intention, 

Entrepreneurship: Theory & Practice, 2013, Vol. 37, no. 2, pp. 147-173. 
 

4 Raposo (Barata), Ferreira (Matos), Finisterra do Paço (Arminda) and Rodrigues (Gouveia), Propensity to firm creation: 

empirical research using structural equations, International Entrepreneurship and Management Journal, 2008, Vol. 4, no. 4, 

pp. 485-504. 
 

5
 Benzing (Cynthia), Chu (Hung Manh) and Kara (Orhan), Entrepreneurs in Turkey: a factor analysis of motivations, success 

factors, and problems, Journal of Small Business Management, 2009, Vol. 47, no. 1, pp. 58-91. 
 

6
 Johansen (Vegard) and Foss (Lene), The effects of entrepreneurship education - does gender matter?, International Journal 

of Entrepreneurship and Small Business, 2013, Vol. 20, no. 3, pp. 255- 271. 
 

7
 Tornikoski (Erno T.), Kautonen (Teemu) and Le Loarne (Séverine), Le rôle de l'âge dans l'intention entrepreneuriale : 

Quelles leçons sur les seniors ?, Revue Française de Gestion, 2012, Vol. 8, no. 227, pp. 95-109. 
 

8 Franke (Nikolaus) and Lüthje (Christian), Entrepreneurial intentions of business students - A benchmarking study, 

International Journal of Innovation and Technology Management, 2004, Vol. 1, no. 3, pp. 269-288. 
 

9 Shapero (Albert) and Sokol (Lisa), The social dimension of entrepreneurship, The Encyclopedia of Entrepreneurship, 1982, 

Prentice Hall. / Krueger (Norris F), The impact of prior entrepreneurial exposure on perceptions of new venture feasibility 

and desirability, Entrepreneurship Theory & Practice, 1993, Vol. 18, no. 1, pp. 5-20. / Krueger (Norris F.), Reilly (Michael 

D.) and Carsrud (Alan L.), Competing models of entrepreneurship intentions, Journal of Business Venturing, 2000, Vol. 15, 

no. 5, pp. 411-432. 
 

10 Emin (Sandrine), Les facteurs déterminant la création d’entreprise par les chercheurs publics : application des modèles 

d’intention, 2006, Revue de l’entrepreneuriat, Vol. 3, pp. 1-20. / Fayolle (Alain), Gailly (Benoît) and Lassas-Clerc (Narjisse), 

Assessing the impact of entrepreneurship education programmes: a new methodology, Journal of European Industrial 
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desire to create, his or her perception of social norms, his or her tendency to act, and the 

project's feasibility. It is worth noting here that the tone of the media narrative on start-ups has 

a direct impact on many of the factors behind the entrepreneurial intentions of project 

initiators. Indeed, Radu Lefebvre and O’Shea
11

 revealed that the French media have 

influenced social perceptions and so have changed how entrepreneurs view the desirability 

and feasibility of entrepreneurship. 

 

The media also influence some of the actions taken by entrepreneurs. In the haute couture and 

ready-to-wear sectors, Mazza and Alvarez
12

 demonstrated that the European press had a 

significant impact on the production of ideas by managers and the legitimization of 

managerial practices. More generally, Johansson
13

 showed the extent to which the narratives 

developed by the media create social representations that have the potential to inform the 

entrepreneurial identity of project initiators. 

 

Given the influence of journalists on the entrepreneurial intentions and actions of 

entrepreneurs, a detailed analysis is required of the media's treatment of start-ups, along with 

a discussion of the effect of this treatment on stakeholders in the entrepreneurial ecosystem.  

  

This article aims to do just that, that is, to critically evaluate the media's treatment of the 

world of start-ups. Do journalists express differing opinions about start-ups, or have they 

developed a relatively uniform perception of digital entrepreneurship? Are the media's 

representations of digital entrepreneurship accurate and relevant when compared with the 

management science studies conducted on this topic? If journalists are guilty of inaccuracies, 

are they aware of them, or are they unintentionally communicating them? The answers to 

these questions will dictate what discussions follow. As well as evaluating the media's 

treatment of start-ups, this study also aims to elaborate on each observation with a discussion 

of its importance to stakeholders in the entrepreneurial ecosystem. 

  

                                                                                                                                                                                     
Training, 2006, Vol. 30, no. 9, pp. 701-720. / Tounès (Azzedine), L’intention entrepreneuriale des étudiants : le cas français, 

Revue des Sciences de Gestion, 2006, Vol. 3, no. 219, pp. 57-65. 
 

11 Radu Lefebvre (Miruna) and O’Shea (Noreen), Intuition et succès entrepreneurial : la représentation sociale de l’intuition 

dans la presse française, Revue Internationale P.M.E., 2013, Vol. 26, no. 3-4, pp. 169-186. 
 

12 Mazza (Carmelo) and Alvarez (Jose Luis), Haute couture and prêt-à-porter: the popular press and the diffusion of 

management practices, Organization Studies, 2000, Vol. 21, no. 3, pp. 567-588. 
 

13 Johansson (Anders W.), Narrating the entrepreneur, International Small Business Journal, 2004, Vol. 22, no. 3, pp. 273- 

293. 
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The questions raised in this article do not have trivial or obvious answers. Without a rigorous 

survey method, it seems difficult to make any assertions about how journalists approach 

digital entrepreneurship. On the one hand, journalism is distinguished by a firm code of ethics 

that encourages objectivity and the search for proof. Hence it is natural to trust in the 

reliability of the information that the media give their audiences. On the other hand, the press 

has recently experienced upheaval owing to the transformation of their competitive 

environment and threats to their economic models. One can imagine that journalists are short 

on time and research, a situation conducive to the reporting of inaccurate information about a 

complex issue.  The importance of visibility to start-ups and their constant storytelling
14

 can 

also complicate things for the media's coverage of this topic.  

 

To tackle our research question and the sub-questions it encompasses, we had to find the most 

appropriate research method. We decided to survey journalists directly using a closed-ended 

questionnaire. Hence this article's research method is quantitative. We did not wish to conduct 

a discourse analysis of the headings and content of articles in the press. This was to avoid the 

analytical biases associated with such a method, about which we will say more below.  

 

Our survey method led us to define what we call a "media paradigm." It is from this paradigm 

that journalists develop their opinions about digital start-ups. Since Thomas Kuhn's major 

contribution to the philosophy of science,
15

 the word "paradigm" has gained in popularity and 

has undergone a number of semantic shifts. Because it is frequently employed to describe 

different realities, we need a clear definition of how it is to be understood in this study. 

Originally, a paradigm was a collection of beliefs and values to which a large community 

adhered, with the result that they would elevate those beliefs and values to the status of 

axioms without questioning them. Thus a paradigm became a conceptual reference point that 

influenced how the community perceived, analyzed and reacted to certain observations. In 

this article, the community that we are studying is journalists. And what we are attempting to 

understand is the beliefs and axioms on which they found their views on start-ups.  

 

Our survey yielded three main results. First, that there exists a kind of uniformity in how 

journalists perceive the world of start-ups. Second, that there exists a discrepancy between 

                                                           
14 Bazenet (Flavien) and Houy (Thomas), Les entrepreneurs du numérique, victimes de leur propre storytelling ?, Harvard 

Business Review France, 2017. 
 

15 Kuhn (Thomas S.), The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, 1962, University of Chicago Press. 
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what journalists believe and what academic research has discovered about the factors behind 

the success of digital companies. And lastly, that the community of journalists fully accepts 

the inaccuracies conveyed by the media.  

 

This article is divided into three main sections. The first section describes the survey method 

chosen to explore our research question. The second is devoted to presenting our three main 

results. And the third and final section contains our conclusions while also covering the 

strengths and limitations of this study.  

 

 

Methodology 

We wished to survey a number of journalists working in different media. We used a program 

called "Hors Antenne" which contains up-to-date contact details for tens of thousands of 

French journalists. We selected 1747 journalists who stated that "digital entrepreneurship" 

was one of the topics they covered. These journalists came from the general, business and 

entrepreneurial press alike. We emailed them a questionnaire containing a number of closed-

ended questions. Some 129 journalists agreed to fill in the questionnaire. The type of media 

these 129 journalists worked for and the subject areas their media covered are shown in 

Table 1.  

 
 

 

Table 1: Type of media of the journalists surveyed and subject areas of their media 

 

The study's methodological choice had several advantages and a few drawbacks. Our 

method's first advantage was the representative nature of the answers given. The 

Type of media of the 

129 respondents 

Print media Online media Television or radio 

53% 41% 6% 

Subject areas of the 

media of the 129 

respondents 

General press  Business press Entrepreneurial press 

23% 54% 23% 

Type of media by 

subject area 

General press Business press Entrepreneurial press 

Print Online TV or radio Print Online TV or radio Print Online TV or radio 

40% 44% 16% 53% 45% 2% 87% 13% 0% 
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questionnaire approach yielded a high number of respondents, and thus a significant number 

of respondents from each category of journalists (from each type of media and subject area). 

The volume of answers ensured that the opinions expressed by the respondents were in line 

with those of the rest of the community of journalists working in the same media and covering 

similar subjects.  

 

Let us remember that the aim of this article was to outline the media paradigm that underpins 

how journalists approach questions about digital entrepreneurship. This aim was not 

innocuous. It required us to gather the opinions and beliefs of as wide a panel of journalists as 

possible. If we had conducted interviews with an insufficient number of journalists, it would 

have been reasonable to criticize the results we advanced as unrepresentative. Hence sending 

a standard questionnaire to a wide audience emerged as the most appropriate method, thereby 

ruling out qualitative approaches.  

 

The second advantage of our method was that statistical analyses could be conducted on all of 

the answers given. Through the statistical tests performed, it was possible to quantify the 

relative importance of each opinion among the journalists.  

 

Lastly, the third advantage of our method was that it resulted in identical survey conditions 

for all those surveyed. Each journalist answered the questions under the same conditions. This 

form of online questionnaire ensured that the person administering the questionnaire in no 

way influenced the respondent. This characteristic of the method reinforced the objectivity of 

the answers given.  

 

That said, the closed-ended questionnaire approach prevented us from discovering the reasons 

behind the answers given by the respondents. Consequently, in our discussion below of these 

reasons we were obliged to remain circumspect and suggest hypotheses that are yet to be 

verified.  

 

Our method was also sensitive to each respondent's interpretation of the closed-ended 

questions. To limit this effect, the words chosen in the questionnaire had a clear and obvious 

meaning that left little room for interpretation. 
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It should be noted that we did not want to conduct a discourse analysis of articles published in 

the press on digital entrepreneurship. Such an approach carried with it two major problems 

which were practically impossible to reconcile with the aim of this article. Whether in print or 

digital form, the number of articles published on digital entrepreneurship is extremely high. 

This would have forced us to select a limited number of articles, yet no objective criterion for 

selecting these publications would have satisfied our need for a representative view of the 

journalists' opinions. Our aim was to characterize the media paradigm of the entire 

community of journalists. We therefore opted to tackle our research question by analyzing the 

journalists themselves rather than their articles.  

 

What is more, the other method would have obliged us to restrict our research to written 

publications, thereby excluding radio and television as channels of information and influence 

among entrepreneurs. Radio and television seem to possess the often illogical quality of being 

better able to institutionalize the reasoning they convey to their audiences. In light of the 

particularly strong impact that radio and television are thought to have on entrepreneurs, we 

wished to study these channels. 

 

It is true that our research method prevented us from knowing with certainty whether the 

journalists' opinions were the result of clear policies within their respective media. Still, we 

may take it as plausible that the opinions of journalists can on occasion be gleaned from what 

they say and write in editorials and opinion pieces. Some types of articles aim not to relate 

facts but to defend a point of view. The journalists' stance and opinions therefore play their 

part in influencing the angle and media treatment of the topic in question. That is why it is 

worth studying journalists' opinions and characterizing the media paradigm, since they furnish 

the information needed to gauge the general angle of opinion writers. 

 

 

Results 

Our examination of the journalists' answers led us to three main results. The first was the 

uniformity of the beliefs held by journalists regarding the world of start-ups. The second, the 

debatable nature of media representations of digital entrepreneurship. And the third, the 

acceptance by journalists of the inaccuracies conveyed to their audiences. Given the influence 
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and role of the media in the entrepreneurial ecosystem, it is worthwhile discussing the impact 

of each of these results.  

 

Uniformity of beliefs among journalists 

 

The journalists' views on the entrepreneurial ecosystem were noticeably concordant. They 

often agreed with each other on arguable points (Table 2). For instance, 87% of the journalists 

thought that digital entrepreneurship was currently in vogue, 85% of them had a positive 

perception of start-ups that were trying to take on monopolies, and 77% of them showed 

themselves to be optimists and expected that France would make it possible for 

entrepreneurial successes to emerge on a global level in the near future. Lastly, 74% of the 

respondents believed that the media's treatment of start-ups tended to portray entrepreneurs as 

heroes. So on a number of arguable points more than three-quarters of journalists shared the 

same opinion.    

 

Each of these topics gave rise to almost unanimous opinions among the journalists despite all 

being open to debate. For example, according to an indicator of business start-up activity 

developed by the Insee, the French national statistics agency,
16

 the number of companies 

created has remained stable since 2011. The terminology used by the Insee makes it 

impossible to tell whether the newly created companies were operating in the area of digital 

entrepreneurship. Nevertheless, this stability in the number of companies created over the last 

5 years may slightly tweak the impression among journalists that digital entrepreneurship is in 

vogue. The positive impression that journalists have of start-ups taking on monopolies shows 

a uniformity of opinion about this political topic. Yet the conquest of monopolistic markets by 

start-ups produces mixed results, and so should be perceived in a more balanced fashion. And 

lastly, given how entrepreneurs have criticized the conditions for starting a business in France, 

one may wonder whether France has what it takes to make it possible for digital leaders to 

emerge on a global level. A recent study
17

 reports that 74% of project initiators in the digital 

field consider it "difficult" or "very difficult" to start a business in France.  

 

                                                           
16 Agence France Entrepreneur, la création d’entreprises en France en 2016, L’observatoire de la création d’entreprises, 

2017.  
 

17 Bazenet (Flavien) and Houy (Thomas), L’adhésion des porteurs de projets digitaux au récit médiatique sur les start-ups 

Internet, i3 Working Papers Series, 2015, 15-SES-03. 
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Other topics saw most of the journalists' opinions coincide. Some 69% thought that the 

entrepreneurial ecosystem had greatly changed over recent years, and 65% stated that the 

promotion of certain start-ups indicated an Internet bubble.  

 

 

Question Respondents 
Response (%) 

Yes No No opinion 

Is digital entrepreneurship in 

vogue?   

General press 92.00 4.00 4.00 

Business press 85.07 13.43 1.49 

Entrepreneurial press 84.62 3.85 11.54 

All media 86.44 9.32 4.24 

Do you have a positive opinion 

of start-ups that are trying to 

take on monopolies? 

General press 92.00 8.00 0.00 

Business press 82.09 7.46 10.45 

Entrepreneurial press 87.50 8.33 4.17 

All media 85.34 7.76 6.90 

Within the next 5 years, does 

France have what it takes to 

develop digital companies that 

become leaders on a global 

scale? 

General press 68.00 28.00 4.00 

Business press 83.58 11.94 4.48 

Entrepreneurial press 69.23 23.08 7.69 

All media 77.12 17.80 5.08 

Does the media's treatment of 

start-ups tend to portray 

entrepreneurs as heroes? 

General press 84.00 12.00 4.00 

Business press 68.66 28.36 2.99 

Entrepreneurial press 76.92 23.08 0.00 

All media 73.73 23.73 2.54 

Does the current promotion of 

some start-ups indicate an 

Internet bubble? 

General press 60.00 20.00 20.00 

Business press 72.73 18.18 9.09 

Entrepreneurial press 50.00 34.62 15.38 

All media 64.96 22.22 12.82 

Over the last 3 years, the start-

up ecosystem has ... 

 Greatly changed 
Somewhat  

changed 

Not   

changed 

General press 68.00 16.00 12.00 

Business press 70.15 22.39 4.48 

Entrepreneurial press 65.38 30.77 3.85 

All media 68.64 22.88 5.93 
 

 

Table 2: Answers given by the journalists to debatable questions 
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This similarity of opinion among journalists was observed regardless of the subject areas 

covered by their respective media. In other words, journalists from the general press gave 

very similar answers to those from the business and entrepreneurial press. One exception 

should be noted. Only 50% of journalists working for specialized entrepreneurial media 

believed that digital start-ups were being excessively promoted. Their greater knowledge of 

the world of start-ups gives these specialized journalists a deeper understanding that enables 

them to more accurately gauge the impact of digital companies on the economy. No doubt 

they accord greater importance to the influence of digital start-ups on the rest of the economy, 

and so do not see some of the promotion of these start-ups as irrational.  

 

The close similarity of the answers given by the journalists indicates that there is a 

mainstream mindset. This thinking is tinged with both optimism and realism. The journalists 

took a generous and confident view of the transformations wrought by French start-ups. They 

were delighted, for example, to see start-ups taking on the monopolies. And they have faith in 

the ability of French start-ups to fulfill their potential internationally. And yet they retained a 

critical stance by not clearly stating what they thought of the benefits and risks of the major 

changes brought about by start-ups. Indeed, they feel that start-ups may feed an economic 

bubble, undoubtedly because of the voguishness of entrepreneurs who are too often depicted 

as heroes.  

 

Here we wish to point out that the uniformity of opinions observed among the journalists 

reinforces the hypothesis that a media paradigm does exist. For those who never doubted its 

existence, this uniformity of opinion among journalists may even be thought of as one of the 

main features of the media paradigm.  

 

This agreement among journalists regarding matters of digital entrepreneurship warrants 

investigation because it can affect stakeholders in the sector. As mentioned in the introduction 

to this article, the management science literature has established that the media influence 

entrepreneurial intentions, representations and actions. The lack of diversity of opinions 

among journalists only increases the influence of the media. It denies entrepreneurs, investors, 

incubator managers and the general public open debates about sensitive topics. We do not 

wish to pass premature judgment on the pertinence of the journalists' opinions at this stage, 

but there is no question that this lack of diversity gives the media greater power over their 

audiences, and first among them the stakeholders of the entrepreneurial ecosystem.  
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The debatable nature of the media's beliefs 

 

The journalists cite "the originality of the idea," "agility of the start-up" and "vision of the 

founders" as the main reasons behind the success of digital companies (Table 3). To evaluate 

the validity of these beliefs, we compared them with the results of management science 

research into this topic. 

 

Question Factor Responses % 

What are the most decisive 

factors in the success of a start-

up? 

(Only two factors may be chosen) 

Luck 8.7 

The founders' expert knowledge 22.8 

The founders' vision 41.7 

The founders' determination 23.6 

The founders' resourcefulness 8.7 

The originality of the idea 46.5 

The agility of the company in seizing opportunities 44.1 

 

 

Table 3: Journalists' beliefs about the factors behind the success of start-ups 

 

Scientific literature abounds on the reasons behind the success of start-ups. These reasons are 

to be understood here as parameters that are likely to result in competitive advantages, critical 

success factors or key skills and knowledge for the entrepreneurs. Some of the articles 

published have taken an empirical approach to the topic. Using databases on the performance, 

environment, characteristics and actions of a certain number of innovative companies, the 

researchers identified by regression analysis all of the variables that may significantly 

influence the companies' probability of success and/or survival. Some of the key factors 

observed were the amount of capital invested and type of clientele,
18

 the experience and level 

of qualification of the founder,
19

 the preparation of the project,
20

 and the ability of the founder 

to learn as well as the capacity of the start-up to advance step-by-step
21

 or pivot.
22

 These 

                                                           
18 The type of clientele here refers to the legal status (company or private individual) of the start-up's customers. Lasch 

(Frank), Le roy (Frédéric) and Yami (Saïd), Les déterminants de la survie et de la croissance des start-up TIC, Revue 

Française de Gestion, 2005, Vol. 2, no. 155, pp. 37-56.  
 

19 Barringer (Bruce R.), Jones (Foard F.) and Neubaum (Donald O.), A quantitative content analysis of the characteristics of 

rapid-growth firms and their founders, Journal of Business Venturing, 2005, Vol. 20, no. 5, pp. 663-687. 
 

20 The preparation of the project refers to all of the actions undertaken before the start-up launches its business, including 

feasibility studies, market studies, and initial prospects. Hansen (Eric L.), Entrepreneurial networks and organizational 

growth, Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice, 1995, pp. 7-19. 
 

21 The six stages studied in the report cited were discovery, validation, efficiency, scale, profit maximization, and renewal of 

the start-up's product range. 
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articles are of great interest because they explore the impact of a wide range of factors. They 

also shed light on the strength of the influence of each of these factors on the performance of 

the company. However, some of the articles were based on a broad spectrum of companies 

and did not focus exclusively on digital start-ups, while a few of them were conducted on old 

data and so do not capture recent trends in the online entrepreneurial ecosystem. A final 

limitation is that all of these articles inevitably fell prey to statistical bias since the spectrum 

of companies they investigated did not by design include any data on start-ups that failed. 

What is more, they did not adhere to the principle of symmetry posited by the actor–network 

theory of Michel Callon
23

 and Bruno Latour.
24

  

 

Other articles have taken a more prescriptive approach using specific cases of companies or 

theoretical representations. Some of them issue recommendations on the skills and knowledge 

needed by entrepreneurs at each stage of the entrepreneurial process.
25

 They also discuss the 

impact of the founder's inherent leadership qualities
26

 as well as good marketing and design 

practice with customers.
27

  

 

Lastly, some of the articles take a hybrid approach by analyzing databases to explore a 

practice, a way of thinking, or the validity of an action. The objective is to learn about a 

specific factor behind the success of start-ups. Of the most widely cited literature on 

entrepreneurship, the most representative articles of this approach are those by Saras 

Sarasvathy in 2001 and 2008 entitled, respectively, "Causation and effectuation: Toward a 

theoretical shift from economic inevitability to entrepreneurial contingency"
28

 and "What 

makes entrepreneurs entrepreneurial?"
29

 Sarasvathy compiled a collection of interviews with 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
22 Marmer (Max) and Dogrultan (Ertan), A new framework for understanding why startups succeed, Startup Genome Report, 

2012.  
 

23 Callon (Michel), Éléments pour une sociologie de la traduction : la domestication des coquilles St-Jacques et des marins 

pêcheurs dans la baie de St. Brieuc, L’Année Sociologique, Numéro spécial : La sociologie des Sciences et des Techniques, 

1986, pp. 169-208. 
 

24 Latour (Bruno), La science en action. Introduction à la sociologie des sciences, 2005, La Découverte. 
 

25 Omrane (Amina), Fayolle (Alain) and Zeribi-BenSlimane (Olfa), Les compétences entrepreneuriales et le processus 

entrepreneurial : une approche dynamique, Revue des Sciences de Gestion, 2011, Direction et Gestion, no. 251, pp. 91-100. / 

Vohora (Ajay), Wright (Mike) and Lockett (Andy), Critical junctures in the development in university high-tech spinout 

companies, Research Policy, 2004, Vol. 33, no. 1, pp. 147-175. 
 

26 Muzyka (Dan), Birley (Sue) and Leleux (Benoît), Trade-off in the investment decisions of European venture capitalists, 

Journal of Business Venturing, 1995, Vol. 11, pp. 273-287. 
 

27 Von Hippel (Eric), Lead users: An important source of novel product concepts, Management Science, 1986, Vol. 32, no. 7, 

pp. 791-805. 
 

28 Sarasvathy (Saras), Causation and effectuation: Toward a theoretical shift from economic inevitability to entrepreneurial 

contingency, Academy of Management Review, 2001, Vol. 26, no. 2, pp. 243-263. 
 

29 Sarasvathy (Saras), What makes entrepreneurs entrepreneurial?, 2008, SSRN 909038. 
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27 entrepreneurs who founded start-ups whose turnover now ranges between US$200 million 

and US$6.5 billion. She showed that successful entrepreneurs possessed a way of thinking 

that was counterintuitive. She developed a theory that this way of thinking was not rooted in 

"causal" reasoning but in "effectual" reasoning. In other words, entrepreneurs do not have 

long-term goals and define specific actions to find the means to reach their initial goals. 

Rather, they begin with the resources at their disposal and explore all of the uses that they can 

envisage.
30

 

 

After comparing the journalists' opinions with the results of management science research on 

the factors behind the success of start-ups, a discrepancy is apparent between the beliefs in the 

media and the facts reported and verified by the world of research. The media paradigm 

wrongly attributes a central role to ideas. Journalists are actually contributing to popularizing 

the myth of the entrepreneurial epiphany. They imagine successful entrepreneurs as 

particularly clear-sighted people who are struck by a sudden flash of insight about a problem 

or situation. The initial idea thus becomes the determining factor in the success of the start-up, 

and the visionary entrepreneur need only execute the plan that they first imagined.  

 

By glorifying the ideas and vision of entrepreneurs, the media may create adverse selection 

and so lower the general standard of French start-ups. They may attract start-up creators to 

entrepreneurship who spend little time on project preparation, even though this is an essential 

factor in the success of newly created companies. Entrepreneurs may place greater trust in 

their intuitions than in analysis, thereby significantly increasing the risk of failure.  

 

Likewise, the media attention given to misconceptions about the importance of ideas in the 

entrepreneurial process may drive people who have all the right skills to launch a business 

away from entrepreneurship. Because these people do not imagine themselves as visionaries, 

they may unfortunately stop themselves from going into business even though they would 

manage it very effectively given their effectual way of thinking.  

 

In a way, because of the inaccuracies they convey, journalists could be criticized for playing a 

part in creating a kind of incompatibility between the skills of people who go into business 

and the skills actually required for going into business. This discrepancy does not only lower 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
 

30 Silberzahn (Philippe), L’effectuation, logique de pensée des entrepreneurs experts, Entreprendre & Innover, 2016, Vol. 1, 

no. 28, pp. 76-82. 
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the standard of start-ups. It leads to frustration among entrepreneurs who are surprised to 

discover late that the world they find themselves in wholly different from that depicted by the 

media.  

 

 

Conscious, accepted media inaccuracies 

 

The journalists were practically unanimous (86%) in considering that the media tended to 

romanticize entrepreneurial ventures (Table 4). This belief is particularly prevalent among 

journalists from the general media (92%) and among those specialized in entrepreneurship 

(96%). This trend toward embellishing the stories of digital start-ups probably arises because 

of how articles are selected by the media. The journalists assume that it is easier for them to 

publish news about a start-up when the entrepreneur has already built a story about their 

business (85%) or when the company possesses an original value proposition (71%).  

 

 

Question Respondents 
Responses (%) 

Yes No No opinion 

Does the media's treatment of 

start-ups tend to romanticize 

entrepreneurial ventures?   

General press 92.00 8.00 0.00 

Business press 79.10 17.91 2.99 

Entrepreneurial press 96.15 3.85 0.00 

All media 85.59 12.71 1.69 

Is it easier to publish news about 

a start-up if it has already built a 

story about its business?  

General press 68.00 16.00 16.00 

Business press 73.44 20.31 6.25 

Entrepreneurial press 69.23 26.92 3.85 

All media 71.30 20.87 7.83 

Is it easier to publish news about 

a start-up if its value proposition 

is original? 

General press 84.00 8.00 8.00 

Business press 98.51 0.00 1.49 

Entrepreneurial press 92.31 7.69 0.00 

All media 94.07 3.39 2.54 

Is it easier to publish news about 

a start-up if it has already been 

covered in the media by other 

journalists?  

General press 52.00 44.00 4.00 

Business press 52.24 40.30 7.46 

Entrepreneurial press 44.00 52.00 4.00 

All media 50.43 43.59 5.98 
  

Table 4: Answers given by journalists about their process for selecting the topics they cover 
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Entrepreneurs are undoubtedly aware of this criterion of journalists for choosing which 

articles are published. From their perspective, therefore, the best thing to do is to 

communicate about facts that are often far removed from reality. The start-ups increase their 

media coverage in this way and improve their visibility with the general public.  

 

The continued presence of a start-up's story in the media is also facilitated by the tendency of 

journalists to publish information about companies that have already been covered in the 

press. Half of the journalists believed that it is easier to publish news about a start-up if it has 

already been covered in the media by other journalists. Press blunders that originate from 

inaccuracies by start-ups in their constant storytelling can easily spread throughout the media.  

 

By waiting for start-ups to build an effective story about their business and to show the 

originality of their value proposition, the media give their audiences a deformed image of the 

reality of digital entrepreneurship. And by accepting this, journalists institutionalize this trait 

of the media's treatment of Internet start-ups. Media inaccuracies do not result from a kind of 

credulity or lack of information on the part of journalists about the erroneous nature of the 

narratives of start-ups. Rather, they are a deliberate editorial choice. 

 

The acceptance by journalists of the inaccuracies conveyed will make any efforts at 

reconciling the media and academic worlds difficult. Since the media are consciously 

regurgitating inaccuracies, they have little to gain from delving into management science 

research to explore the critical studies conducted by researchers on the topics in question. We 

do not wish to launch a debate about the superiority of the reasoning of researchers over that 

of journalists. Let us simply say that their approaches are different. Researchers base their 

observations on a scientific approach that requires a long period of investigation, robust 

methods, and most importantly an honest presentation of the results, a fact which leads them 

to underline the limitations and conditional nature of what they advance.  

 

In light of the debatable nature of the representations conveyed by the media, a number of 

initiatives have recently been taken by the academic world. Several journals now target a wide 

audience of professionals or even the general public, the goal being to disseminate the results 

of the most advanced research in various fields. Of such journals in the hard sciences, take for 

instance Carnets de Sciences, the science magazine published by the French National Center 

for Scientific Research which is available at drop-off points and in newsdealers. In the field of 
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management, the Harvard Business Review is also distributed in bookshops so that it can 

reach the widest possible audience. And in the field of entrepreneurship, the French journal 

Entreprendre & Innover unambiguously states that it is "born of the need and desire to unite 

two worlds: the world of research into entrepreneurship and innovation and the world of 

practice." All these initiatives do two things: they give researchers rather than journalists the 

opportunity to speak, and they target a wide spectrum of professionals by ensuring 

publications are distributed as close as possible to their intended audience.  

 

Limitations and further avenues for research 

This article contributes to the literature on entrepreneurship in three different ways. First, it 

tackles an original topic, being the first critical research to be conducted on the media's 

treatment of digital start-ups. Second, it is based on a unique database specially compiled to 

elucidate the research question. Lastly, it provides a series of original results which aim 

(among other things) at generating discussion about the impact of these results on all 

professionals in the entrepreneurial ecosystem.  

 

For instance, the results show that journalists have highly uniform perceptions of digital 

entrepreneurship. The journalists express concordant opinions about subjects that should give 

rise to debate. What is more, the media paradigm is founded on debatable hypotheses. The 

journalists exaggerate the importance of the ideas and vision of the entrepreneurs, and select 

their topics using a method which they know makes them the dupe of the entrepreneurs' 

constant storytelling. Hence they contribute to feeding their audiences a romanticized version 

of the facts that is often far removed from reality.  

 

Of course our study has its limitations. It also provides scope for further investigation. The 

first limitation of our article is that it produces two kinds of results. The statistics reported in 

the article are derived from objective findings directly obtained from the answers given by the 

journalists surveyed. On the other hand, the explanations of these results remain our 

interpretations. By their very nature, these are arguable and may give rise to differing 

opinions. For this reason, our article should be viewed as an initial contribution to the existing 

debate on how our collective understanding of the influence of the media on digital 

entrepreneurship can be increased.  
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Our article's second limitation is that it defines a media paradigm from questions asked about 

a wide variety of subjects. The diversity of the questions in tables 2, 3 and 4 bears witness to 

this. The questions concerned extremely different subjects. Perhaps the description of the 

media paradigm should be studied bit by bit, that is, in a less general, more specific manner. 

By surveying the journalists on a large number of topics, our contribution aims to sketch an 

initial description of the media paradigm. There is a downside to the relatively large scope of 

our study: it undoubtedly limits somewhat the depth of the analysis and discussion of the 

issues raised by each of the characteristics of the media paradigm.  

 

This study provides scope for further investigation directly mirroring its limitations. The focus 

of any further research would be on each of the interpretations of our results. Why do 

journalists express such concordant opinions about digital entrepreneurship? Why do 

journalists perceive the factors behind the success of start-ups so differently from 

management science researchers? Why do journalists accord such importance to ideas and 

entrepreneurial intuitions ahead of execution and effectual behavior? Why do the media not 

try to correct the inaccuracies that arise from their erroneous approach to selecting the 

messages they convey to their audiences? Each of these questions represents an area of 

research in its own right and warrants investigation in a specific study. The method for 

answering these questions would undoubtedly be of a more qualitative nature. 

 


