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Abstract. Exit is an important element of the entrepreneurial process. However, until recently
research on exit, especially at the individual level, had received relatively little attention. This article
aims to map the development of research on exit and intersecting topics such as failure and survival.
Applying a systematic literature review using a bibliometric and a qualitative analysis, this article
reviews 243 articles that have been published between 2009 and 2015 in the Social Science Citation
Index outlets. Using a bibliometric software package (BibExcel) and a large network analysis
program (Pajek), this review provides a bibliometric map of research on exit. The generated clusters
represent interconnected yet distinct subfields within the landscape, i.e. industry dynamics, firm exit
and entrepreneurial exit. Our review shows that firm-level exit has received substantial attention
within the field of exit. In contrast, our understanding of exit at the levels of individuals and teams
is still limited. In particular, the present review calls for future research not only on the decision
making process in relation to exit but also on how the process of exit is carried out and the impact
of exit on entrepreneurs, teams and firms. Finally, theoretical perspectives on the phenomenon of
exit are discussed in this paper which range from economics and organizational behaviour to
psychological aspects of exit.

Keywords: firm exit, entreprencurial exit, failure, survival, bibliometric analysis, review.
JEL Codes: L10, L22, L.26.

Funding: This research received no specific grant from any funding agency in the public,
commercial, or not-for-profit sector.

Acknowledgement: An earlier version of this article was presented at the 3rd International

Conference: Entrepreneurship, Innovation and Regional Development, Vilnius, Lithuania, 24-25
September 2015.

1. Introduction

Exit is an important element of entrepreneurship. It is arguably as important as the
entry into entrepreneurship because of the impact of exit on the economy,
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industry, firm and entrepreneur (DeTienne, 2010). However, compared to the
research on entry into entrepreneurship, research on exit has received less
attention. Fortunately, there has been a growing interest in recent years,
encouraged by the significant impact of exit (DeTienne and Wennberg, 2016).

The state of research might be understood through studies which review past
research (i.e. through review articles). However, reviews on exit research have
been limited. The prominent reviews on the subject are a critical review on the
importance of exit in the entrepreneurial process (DeTienne, 2010), an overview
on phenomena of exit (Wennberg, 2011) and a critical review on exit intention,
exit strategy and the process of exit (Wennberg and DeTienne, 2014). In terms of
method, those reviews tend to reflect the peculiarities of the reviewers who are in
depth in the topic. Although reviews carried out by experts are indispensable for
evaluating the state of research and prompting discourse on future advancement,
they are prone to be subjective and hence are immanently biased. Therefore a
comprehensive and systematic review regarding exit research is necessary.

Such a comprehensive map of exit research is required because exit often
appears in corresponding fields, such as failure (Ucbasaran et al., 2013; Cressy
and Bonnet, 2018) and survival (Cefis and Marsili, 2011; Zhou and Van der
Zwan, 2018). For this, bibliometric analysis offers an evolution map of a research
field by focusing on and describing what appears in research discussions (Ramos-
Rodriguez and Ruiz-Navarro, 2004). This article will address three issues
utilizing Bibliometric Analysis and provide a thorough examination of existing
research to draw future research suggestions.

The first issue to be addressed is the level of analysis. Exit happens on the
individual (entrepreneur) level, team level and firm level. Entrepreneurs may exit
from their founded firms, yet their firms persist to operate. Firms may exit by
closing the business yet their founders (entrepreneurs) may continue their
entrepreneurial activity by the founding of a new venture. Under the
circumstances, exit is measured differently, indicated by various exit rates
between empirical studies (see Delmar and Shane, 2004, Pe'er and Vertinsky,
2008). This problematic measurement contributes to the lack of research available
(Wennberg, 2011). Realizing a key feature in entrepreneurship is the intersection
between entrepreneurs (individuals) and firms (organizations), this review is
devoted to examining and discussing the level of analysis in exit research.

Second, this article will examine the theoretical perspectives on exit research.
Theoretical perspectives usually correspond with the level of analysis. For
example, research on exit at the firm level at large and public companies may
employ the lens of economics (e.g. Cainelli et al., 2014). Given that exit operates
at all levels, understanding the theoretical perspectives for every level is required.
Thus, this study aims to review theoretical perspectives of exit research and
provide the most influential perspectives.
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Lastly, this article will provide future research directions. This attempt is
carried out by employing a qualitative review on the examined articles of exit
research in addition to the bibliometric analysis.

The structure of this article is as follows. Section 2 will explain the
methodology of performing a systematic literature review. Section 3 will draw
some important insights from the 243 research articles on exit that were obtained
from the bibliometric analysis. Section 4 will discuss future research directions in
exit research while Section 5 concludes.

2. Reviewing Literatures

To make sense of past research, scholars review literatures subjectively and
systematically (Frank and Hatak, 2014). Solely employing a subjective approach
(e.g. traditional narrative interview), a literature review is subjected to bias and
less rigorous when it is solely employing a subjective approach (Tranfield et al.,
2003). Furthermore, the subjective review method cannot adequately answer the
question concerning the dynamism of knowledge through time and the
intersecting subjects around a topic nor reveal the seminal works in the field by
prominent scholars at different times (Coombes and Nicholson, 2013). On the
other hand, this method may offer deep review of the most significant topic in the
field (Grant and Booth, 2009).

The systematic approach of reviewing literatures can be carried out by
employing a bibliometric analysis, a method rooted in communication science. A
field of research is actually characterized by communication patterns among
researchers. One of the manifestations of communication is indicated by citations
from one work to another. The citations are depicted as frozen footprints of the
scholarly achievement (Usdiken and Pasadeos, 1995). These footprints show a
relationship among researchers as well as the intersecting topics which is
evidence of the knowledge structure of a field.

Bibliometric method has potential to produce a systematic, transparent and
more importantly reproducible process of review (Astrém et al., 2009). The
method has been gaining popularity as the online databases are updated and
developed (e.g. Web of Science, EBSCO). By mapping the bibliometric of a
certain field of research, researchers could be guided to the most seminal works
and the related themes without subjective bias. In the same vein as other scholars
(e.g. Vogel and Giittel, 2013), the bibliometric method is not a substitute for other
review methods but a complement. Therefore, in addition to bibliometric
analysis, this study employs a subjective approach to enrich the understanding
about literatures in the field of entrepreneurial exit.
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2.1. Methodology

Bibliometric analysis involves the aggregation of volumes of bibliographic data.
The bibliometric method serves two roles; science mapping in an objective
manner and performance analysis. Science mapping enables researchers to get the
view of intellectual structure and dynamism in the field of research topics (Zupic
and Cater, 2015). By performance analysis, the bibliometric method shows the
performance of the scientific work of an individual and an institution.

Specifically, a bibliographic method will be used together with co-citation
analysis. The co-citation analysis is carried out in the cited articles. By doing so,
identification of the knowledge base and the intellectual structure of research on
exit is possible. The knowledge base is the set of articles most cited by the current
research. Meanwhile, the intellectual structure refers to the scientific domains of
research traditions, influential research topics, composition of disciplines and
pattern of the interrelationships (Shafique, 2013). A central assumption of co-
citation analysis is that if two or more research articles are cited together, the more
likely their contents are related (White and McCain, 1998). The cited articles of
current publications (observed publications) are the foundations which reflect the
fundamental theories, methodological practices and early findings.

The science mapping with the bibliometric method is conducted as follows.
The first step is searching research articles and compiling of bibliometric data.
Having a set of articles to be considered for analysis, appropriate bibliometric
software is chosen. Some reliable options are BibExcel, SciMat, and Sitkis (for
detailed comparison, see Cobo et al., 2011). This study uses BibExcel (Persson et
al., 2009) for several reasons: (1) it is the most used performing bibliometric
analysis in management and organization studies, (2) easiness to learn, (3)
quickness to operate, (4) ability to perform data cleaning, and (5) ability to
perform advanced analysis in other programs (Zupic and Cater, 2015). The
software is used for cleaning the bibliometric data and identifying subfields
within the dataset.

For subfields identification, this study employs network analysis (Wasserman
and Faust, 1994) which generates a network of scientific fields. Nodes of network
portray unit of analysis (e.g. journal articles, authors) meanwhile ties of network
show similarity of connections among unit of analysis. This method has gained
popularity recently because of its effectiveness and accuracy (Zupic and Cater,
2015).

A further step is visualizing the data which require a software package for the
analysis. To name a few are UCINET, Pajek, Gephi and R iGraph. This study
utilizes Pajek (Batagelj and Mrvar, 2004) since it offers a number of features and
capabilities to visualize large networks (Zupic and Cater, 2015). More
importantly, BibExcel and Pajek are compatible.
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The final step in science mapping is describing and interpreting the maps of
knowledge structure. The steps to conduct science mapping using the
bibliometric method is represented in Figure 1.

Figure 1. Flowchart for conducting science mapping with Bibliometric Methods (Source: Zupic,
and Cater, 2015).
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2.2. Searching the Articles

The search for English academic articles was conducted at the beginning of June
2015 using the Web of Science database. The initial terms were “exit” and
“entrepreneur” to search articles published in the last six years (2009-2014). The
search was extended to the year of 2015 since there had been articles published
in online press during 2014 but issues printed in 2015. The search resulted in 81
articles. This result confirms DeTienne et al. (2015) about the limited research on
entrepreneurial exit, compared to more well-researched topics such as
opportunity recognition (George et al., 2016). After thorough research, this
method showed that an extension of search terms was required. The initial
orientation to the topic of entrepreneurial exit revealed that the topic conjectures
with “survival”, “failure”, “closure” and “succession”. Therefore search terms
were extended to the above terms combined with “entrepreneur”, “founder” and
“firm”. The first search resulted in 449 academic articles published between 2009
and 2015. Further, only articles in the areas of business, management and
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economics were included. The abstracts of those articles were all scrutinized and
a reading of the full article attached to those abstracts was done in order to sort
articles which were relevant to the topic of entrepreneurial exit. The set of
analysis was narrowed down from 449 articles to 409 articles.

Exclusions were made to the articles which a) were distantly related to
entrepreneurial exit, e.g. loan failure prediction, b) had the targeted keywords but
did not discuss in detail or were not in the focus of the study, c) focused on
survival but did not discuss the exit, d) did not research on entrepreneurial
(individual and team) or firm exit, but instead on, e.g., project exit or Strategic
Business Unit (SBU) exit, or e) discussed methods comparison on survival or
failure prediction. The articles that passed the above screening have been included
in the review and met at least one of the following criteria: they offered discussion
on the definition of entrepreneurial exit or firm exit, offered insight on the
phenomenon of entrepreneurial exit, offered insight on the firm level of exit or
offered insight on the entrepreneurial (individual and team) level of exit. The final
set of analysis comprised 243 research articles which were used to map the
research structure in the area of entrepreneurial exit using the bibliometric
analysis. The list of reviewed articles is provided in Appendix 1. Using BibExcel,
the dataset was cleaned and analysed. Further, by using Pajek, the network of
research on exit was visualized in graphs.

2.3. Mapping the Distribution of Articles

Although a limited number of articles have been published solely on the topic of
entrepreneurial exit, using the conjunction terms to extend the search has assisted
in broadening the map of exit research. Figure 2 illustrates the number of articles
found through the extended search with the conjunction terms and the year they
were published. What stands out in this figure is the immense number of articles
in 2014, compared with those published in other years. This number is contributed
by two points; (1) there are eleven outlets out of fifteen listed in Figure 3 which
contribute more articles in 2014 than preceding year, and (2) interestingly, there
are twenty one outlets which do not have any publications in the period between
2009 and 2013. The more publications in 2014 may be a result of the voices and
calls for the need to study entrepreneurial exit in preceding years. For example,
DeTienne (2010) voice the importance of exit in the entrepreneurial process.
Furthermore, in 2011 the Journal of Evolutionary Economics dedicated a special
issue on firm and entrepreneurial exit.
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Figure 2. Publications per year
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A glance of the most active institutions conducting research on exit, this study
reports as follows. Most research on exit is carried out by institutions located in
the USA, the United Kingdom, Germany, the Netherlands, Spain, and Sweden.
By institution, Erasmus University Rotterdam, Syracuse University, University
of Durham, University of Utrecht, Colorado State University and Linkdping
University are the most active institutions in the field.

It was found that the most active scholars in the field of exit are Dawn R.
Detienne, Melissa S. Cardon, Dean A. Shepherd, Joachim Wagner, Karl
Wennberg, Johan Wiklund, Mike Wright, Orietta Marsili, Deniz Ucbasaran and
Nick Wilson.

In terms of publication outlets, the 243 articles are published in 116 journals
scattered among the domains of economic, management, accounting, finance, and
regional studies. This number indicates that exit is fragmentally attracted by
academic journals. Figure 3 illustrates the list of scientific journals that publish
more than three articles about either firm exit or entrepreneurial exit. Most
contributions in the period 2009-2015 are in Small Business Economics, Journal
of Business Venturing, International Small Business Journal, Industrial and
Corporate Change and Entrepreneurship Theory Practice. This shows that
research in the field is dominated by scholars in economics and entrepreneurship.

2.4. Mapping the Knowledge Base & Intellectual Structure: Bibliometric
Analysis

In order to map the knowledge base and intellectual structure of exit research, the
first step is identifying the influential articles, or those most cited, in the current
research field. Co-citation analysis is conducted through co-cited publications
which might result in numerous articles. Thus, it is necessary to filter publications
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in order to analyse datasets to a manageable size and to assure that only cited
articles which have enough citation data are used. The citation threshold is
certainly more of a subjective than an objective judgement (Zupic and Cater,
2015). This review selected articles which were cited more than 20 times (by June
2015) which resulted in 20 articles, shown in Table 1.

Figure 3. Journals that published more than three articles on exit within period 2009 — middle 2015
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These most cited articles form the knowledge base in the field of current exit
research. This knowledge base provides us with the opportunity to analyse the
theoretical lens being used on exit research.

The top three articles are the knots of three groups of research, depicted by
Figures 4, 5 and 6. In the first article, Jovanovic (1982) proposes a selection model
about the evolution of industry. The Jovanovic model assumes that efficient firms
grow and survive, while the inefficient ones decline, fail and exit from the
industry. Meanwhile, Gimeno et al. (1997) propose firm survival by applying a
threshold model of performance. The study offered an understanding of a
threshold beyond performance, i.e. human capital characteristics of the
entrepreneurs. Geroski (1995) focuses on firm entry, however the article also
discusses the impact of firm entry on firm exit in the industry.
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Table 1. Most cited articles in Entrepreneurial and Firm exit articles

Number of Citations Articles

52 Jovanovic B, 1982, V50, P649, Econometrica
40 Gimeno J, 1997, V42, P750, Admin Sci Quart
32 Geroski P, 1995, V13, P421, Int J Ind Organ

29 Headd B, 2003, V21, P51, Small Bus Econ

28 Caves R, 1998, V36, P1947, J Econ Lit

28 Audretsch D, 1995, V77, P97, Rev Econ Stat
26 Bruderl J, 1992, V57, P227, Am Sociol Rev

26 Mata J, 1994, V42, P227, J Ind Econ

25 Audretsch D, 1991, V73, P441, Rev Econ Stat
24 Cox D, 1972, V34, P187, I R Stat Soc B

24 Wennberg K, 2010, V25, P361, J Bus Venturing
24 Dunne T, 1988, V19, P495, Rand J Econ

23 Stinchcombe A, 1965, P142, Hdb Org

22 Shepherd D, 2003, V28, P318, Acad Manage Rev
22 Ericson R, 1995, V62, P53, Rev Econ Stud

22 Hopenhayn H, 1992, V60, P1127, Econometrica
21 Freeman J, 1983, V48, P692, Am Sociol Rev

20 Detienne D, 2010, V25, P203, J Bus Venturing
20 Van Praag C, 2003, V21, P1, Small Bus Econ
20 McGrath R, 1999, V24, P13, Acad Manage Rev

The citation analysis also reveals the most cited journals, shown in Table 2.
The Journal of Business Venturing is the most cited journal with 792 citations (by
June 2015). Of the most cited journals, the top list is taken up by entrepreneurship
and management journals, e.g. Journal of Business Venturing and Strategic
Management Journal. Economics outlets (e.g. American Economic Review,
Econometrica) also contribute to the development of exit research primarily
concerning firm exit.

Further, the identification of subfields is carried out by deploying a Louvain
algorithm (Blondel et al., 2008). This method uses network modularity to
measure meaningfulness of a network group into communities. Nodes are
assigned one by one to divide the community, while the algorithm checks whether
adding a node from one community to another one causes a change in the
modularity of the community.

A Louvain algorithm was performed using several parameters to define the
granularity of the groups. Initially, there were six groups. However, three groups
contained less than 3 elements. Therefore, the three groups were treated as
outliers. The remaining three groups were then extracted. The intellectual
structure was mapped using Pajek, shown by Figures 4, 5 and 6. The three groups



596 Systematic Review of Research on Exit: A Bibliometric Analysis and Future Directions

are labelled as industry dynamics (Figure 4), firm exit (Figure 5) and
entrepreneurial (individual and team) exit (Figure 6).

Table 2. Most Cited Journals in Entrepreneurial and Firm Exit articles

Citations Journals
792 Journal of Business Venturing
506 Small Business Economics
489 Strategic Management Journal
487 Family Business Review
447 Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice
310 Academy of Management Review
303 Academy of Management Journal
283 Administrative Science Quarterly
238 American Economic Review
223 Journal of Finance
209 Journal of Small Business Management
194 Management Science
181 Review of Economics & Statistics
179 Journal of Financial Economics
174 International Journal of Industrial Organization
165 Econometrica
152 Journal of Political Economy
152 Research Policy
140 Journal of Management
140 Quarterly Journal of Economics

The first group (Figure 4) consists of articles that propose models of industry
dynamics. Industry dynamics (firm entry, exit and growth) is modelled using a
variety of perspectives and emphases, such as selection and evolution
(Jovanovic, 1982), stationary equilibrium (Hopenhayn, 1992) and Markov-
perfect Nash equilibrium (Ericson and Pakes, 1995).
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Figure 4. Group 1 - Industry dynamics
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The second group are the seminal works on exit at firm level. Although the
work of Cox (1972) is not specifically concerned with the firm, the Cox
Proportional Hazard model is most frequently used to investigate the survival of
the firm. The other articles deal with the pattern of firm entry and exit (Dunne et
al., 1988, Caves, 1998), life duration of new firms across industries (Mata and

Portugal, 1994) and the effects of firm entry in the industry by observing firm exit
(Geroski, 1995).

Figure 5. Group 2 - Firm exit
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Moving from the firm level of analysis, the third group consists of works on
the individual exit. The work of Gimeno et al. (1997) can be regarded as a
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seminal one when investigating personal variables which determine firm exit.
Taking a perspective of threshold model, Gimeno et al. (1997) propose that the
survival of the firm is a function of the threshold which is determined by the
human capital characteristics of the entrepreneurs. While they emphasize on the
threshold, Van Praag (2003) focuses on person-specific determinants of firm
survival. Van Praag (2003) derives the model from classical theories of business
success and failure such as Marshall, Schumpeter and Knight. Given the facts that
some businesses are closed while successful, Headd (2003) pioneered the work in
the differentiation between the terms business closure and business failure. Yet,
exit cannot be detached from “failure” (Coad, 2014). The works of McGrath
(1999) and Shepherd (2003) cement the foundation on this stream of
entrepreneurial failure.

Figure 6. Group 3 - Entrepreneurial exit
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Turning now to the co-citation analysis, the intellectual structure of a research
field can be depicted chronologically, shown by Figure 7. This map is produced
by partitioning cited documents by publication year. The structure can also be
called a reading list for those aiming to get an orientation to the field of exit. The
details of the chronological reading list can be found in Appendix 2.

Figure 7 shows that the root of exit research can be traced back to the article
of Stinchcombe (1965) which coins the term “liability of newness” explaining
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why young firms face the highest death rate within early stages. Further, Freeman
et al. (1983) empirically investigate the liability of newness. Regarding firm exit
and industry dynamics, the work of Cox (1972) sets the foundation on procedures
for regression analysis of failure rate or hazard function. The newest seminal
works on the reading list are the articles dealing with entrepreneurial exit.
Wennberg et al. (2010) and DeTienne (2010) set the foundation of entrepreneurial
exit and define the term “entrepreneurial exit” differentiating with the term “firm
exit”.

Figure 7. Chronological reading list of articles on exit
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3. Drawing Insights

To complement the knowledge structure on entrepreneurial and firm exit, this
section is devoted to analyzing the 243 research articles and discuss the insights
regarding two topics, namely the level of analysis and theoretical perspectives.
From the bibliometric analysis, research on entrepreneurial exit has been
scattered in Economics, Management and Entrepreneurship. Firm level analysis
is carried out within the field of Economics (e.g. Bhattacharjee et al., 2009,
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Marques and Brandao, 2010), while individual level analysis is examined within
the field of Entrepreneurship and Management (Salvato et al., 2010, Rauch and
Rijsdijk, 2013). In terms of the individual exiting his/her entrepreneurial team,
research is conducted in the field of management which also overlaps with
entrepreneurship. In the management field, team exit is discussed primarily in
relation with CEO exit and venture capital, for example the work of Loane et al.
(2014).

3.1. Research Streams and Level of Analysis

Research on the exit from entrepreneurship has received less attention compared
to the entry into entrepreneurship (DeTienne, 2010). Yet, in the last years more
scientific endeavours have been published in the field of entrepreneurial exit
(DeTienne and Wennberg, 2016). Research on entrepreneurial exit can be divided
into three streams. The first one deals primarily with large and publicly-traded
companies by utilizing statistical data from the stock market. Most studies
examine the relationship between financial firm performance and how firms exit
(e.g. Fortune and Mitchell, 2012, Huynh et al., 2012). The second stream is
concerned with the exit of nascent entrepreneurs, utilizing data of the Panel Study
of Entrepreneurial Dynamics (PSED) (e.g. Reynolds et al., 2004, Yusuf, 2012)
and Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) (e.g. Hessels et al., 2011). This kind
of research mostly analyses the discontinuance of nascent entrepreneurs who are
stopping an entrepreneurial process during the pre- and start-up phase. Thirdly,
attention is given to privately-owned firms (e.g. Gimeno et al., 1997, Wennberg
et al., 2010). The studies in this stream cover small and large firms and focus on
the relationship between the exit of firms, human capital (e.g. education) and firm
characteristics (e.g. legal form). Not only do they study the actual exit, but this
group of researchers also analyses the exit intention or exit strategy. However,
little attention is given to young firms even though 50% of them exit by ceasing
operations within the first five years. This section follows the third stream of exit
research.

Entrepreneurship can be understood through different levels of analysis that
study the individual, firm, region, industry and nation (Davidsson and Wiklund,
2001). The firm has often been the object of study when it comes to exit. Scholars
define firm exit as the exit of the firm from the market (Anderson and Tushman,
2001, Carree et al., 2011) due to the closure or liquidation (Bates, 2005), the
discontinuance of the firm’s operation (Carter et al., 1997), the bankruptcy
(Gimeno et al., 1997), or the merger and acquisition (Balcaen et al., 2012). Firm
exit can also be observed based on the exit of the business or firm from a region,
regardless of the status of a firm administered at the governmental office (Pe'er
and Vertinsky, 2008). Firms that do not appear in the database in the following
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year are cited as an exited firm, and are often included in the administrative data
used by researchers.

At the individual level of analysis, there is a variety of definitions for
entrepreneurial or individual exit. For example, some definitions for
entrepreneurial exit include the exit of the individual from self-employment (Van
Praag, 2003), entrepreneurial career (Stam et al., 2010), the firm that
entrepreneurs have created (DeTienne, 2010), start-up phase (Delmar and Shane,
2003) and entrepreneurial team (Ucbasaran et al., 2003). Most studies use a broad
definition of “entrepreneurs” encompassing those individuals who own firms,
regardless of their participation and do not limit the term to those who have
founded, acquired or inherited their firm. Wennberg (2011) suggests that a
researcher should approach the complex phenomenon of entrepreneurship by
utilizing a mixed level of analysis considering that a firm cannot be detached from
its entrepreneur.

3.2. Theoretical Perspectives

Looking at the intellectual structure (Figure 7), a seminal study on firm and
entrepreneurial exit is the work of Stinchcombe (1965) that highlights the liability
of newness. It is followed by the concept of liability of smallness, proposed by
Hannan and Freeman (1984). The concepts of liability of newness and smallness
premise that new firms face a set of problems with their status as newly founded
entities, compared with older and more established firms. The age and size are
two factors argued to moderate the firm entry and exit mechanism within the
industry. Building on these assumptions, the Population Ecology is a “popular”
approach to explain the pattern of firm entry and exit, oftentimes deploying
survival analysis (e.g. Falk, 2013, Kelly et al., 2015) and hazard-rate models (e.g.
Holmes et al., 2010, Facanha et al., 2013) for empirical studies. For the firm exit
in a region, some researchers utilize the spatial agglomeration model (e.g.
Cainelli et al., 2014, Buenstorf et al., 2015) and the equilibrium model (e.g.
Atkeson and Burstein, 2010, Spulber, 2010).

Besides age and size as determinants of exit, the characteristics of
entrepreneurs and human resources of the firm have been proven to determine
firm performance and survival (Van Praag, 2003, Colombo et al., 2004). The
human capital theory is deployed to investigate some areas, for example the exit
propensity (Van Teeffelen and Uhlaner, 2013), the survival of newly founded
firms (Rauch and Rijsdijk, 2013) and the survival of new high-technology firms
(Gimmon and Levie, 2010). Scholars have also attempted to couple other
theoretical lenses with human capital theory to better understand the determinants
of exit, e.g. psychological well-being (Patel and Thatcher, 2014) and signalling
theory (Gimmon and Levie, 2010).
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The perspective of social capital has also appeared to be a theoretical lens that
helps to understand the determinants of exit. Social capital refers to the
components of social structures in the society as well as the resources placed in
social networks. The study of Hambock (2014) reveals that a stronger social
network is associated with a lower likelihood to exit. The concept of social capital
is also found in the field of family business (Liu et al., 2015).

The decision to exit from entrepreneurial activity has been investigated in a
number of areas (Shepherd et al., 2015). Wennberg et al. (2010) developed a
conceptual model on the decision to exit by utilizing expected utility framework
and prospect theory. Expected utility hypothesizes that entrepreneurs make
decisions with regard to choices that have uncertain outcomes by taking the
highest returns on their human capital (Becker, 1964). Yet, the assumption of
utility maximization does not hold in every case. Prospect theory argues that
economic actors are rationally bounded by the evaluation of gains and losses of
their risky prospects, and that they rely on heuristic shortcuts with an individual
reference point (Kahneman and Tversky, 1979). A perspective relating to the
reference point is the threshold model. This perspective has been applied in
investigating whether exit or survival is determined by the economic performance
of the firm (Gimeno et al., 1997), whether different intended paths of exit are
determined by founder experience (DeTienne and Cardon, 2012) or whether exit
strategies are determined by socioemotional wealth in a family firm (DeTienne
and Chirico, 2013).

With regard to the condition of exit, significant attention has been given to
failed exit. At the individual level, scholars borrow theories of grief (Shepherd,
2009), appraisal theory (Jenkins et al., 2014), entrepreneurial learning (Cope,
2011), and mental model theory (Wood et al., 2014). Almost all these
perspectives assist scholars in understanding personal implications of
entrepreneurial failure, which is assumed to have either encouraging implications
or devastating ones.

Failed exit is often associated with emotional distress and financial loss
(Shepherd, 2003); Shepherd (2009) analogizes a loss of a firm to the loss of a
loved one, which involves grief. Grief is defined as a negative emotional response
and negative emotions felt by entrepreneurs as a response to the failure of their
exit. The responses to this loss can be analysed using appraisal theory. The theory
posits that the emotional reaction of an individual to an experience is determined
by his or her individual and subjective evaluation of the experience (Smith and
Lazarus, 1993).

While grief and appraisal theory deal with the emotion of failure, mental
model theory and entrepreneurial learning put emphasis on the learning from
failed exit. Mental model theory posits that individuals have mechanisms that
process information and generate understanding of their current situation by
constructing cognitive models or images of the acquired information and cast
those models into possible future states (Wood et al., 2014). Entrepreneurial
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learning serves an interface between the field of entrepreneurship and
organizational learning. The perspective is helpful to understand the specific
process of learning such as the learning process from failure (Cope, 2011),
learning sequence (Bingham and Davis, 2012) and ability to cast failure
experience into new activity (Yamakawa and Cardon, 2015).

Turning to the “classical” organizational theories (e.g. resource based theory,
evolutionary theory), past research has benefited from those theories in
understanding some aspects of exit. The resource based theory, which assumes
that resources are critical for the performance of the firms (Barney, 1991), has
shed light on the ways that firms exit. Although some studies show that the ways
to exit and the outcome are predicted by resources (e.g. Li et al., 2010, Van
Teeffelen and Uhlaner, 2013), the theory does not explain which specific
resources correspond to a specific way to exit.

The resource dependency theory, which assumes that a firm’s adaptation to
environmental uncertainty is through managing resource flows and
interdependencies, sheds light on another aspect of resources when exiting
(Pfeffer and Salancik, 1978). The decision about the way to exit can be analysed
through a firm’s dependence on its resources, for example mergers and
acquisitions are oftentimes chosen in order to reduce a firm’s dependencies
(Harkins and Forster-Holt, 2014).

Turning to the evolutionary theory or approach, this theory is concerned with
how internal variations within firms are organized in order to adapt to the
changing environment and the circumstances under which arrangements lead to
survival and death, i.e. selected out from environment (Aldrich, 1999). For
example, the work of Fortune and Mitchell (2012) demonstrated how managerial
and functional capabilities affect the ways to exit (selected out from
environment).

4. Outlining Directions for Future Research

Having conducted a literature review on entrepreneurial exit, some suggestions
for future research are drawn. The findings have shown that the current state of
exit research is not exhaustive. This section is set out to provide future research
suggestions in the field of entrepreneurship.

To make suggestions for future research systematically, the framework
instituted by Shane (2012) relating to the focus of entrepreneurship research is
borrowed. Shane (2012) suggests that future entrepreneurship examinations may
focus on (1) a lower level than the firm level of analysis, (2) entrepreneur’s or
entrepreneurial team’s choices relative to other alternatives, (3) efforts to identify
and develop opportunities and (4) outcomes beyond business performance.

First, regarding the level of analysis, firm exit is understood and has been well
researched in the field. However, individual and entrepreneurial team exit call for
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further exploration (Ucbasaran et al., 2003). Future contributions may come from
research that explores beyond the human capital factors of the entrepreneurs as
determining factors to exit. Also, researchers should investigate how
entrepreneurs cast their past entrepreneurial experience, including an exit, to the
new scene of entrepreneurial activity.

Another area in need of research is the imprinting effects of team composition
on the performance of the firm after one or more team members exit from the
firms they have founded. An initial entrepreneurial team has a shared vision,
motivation, knowledge and resources to create a new venture (Wasserman, 2008).
An exit of one member might disrupt the configurations of the knowledge and
resources (Cunha, 2007) held by the team. Furthermore, the exit of a team
member plays a critical role (Piva and Rossi-Lamastra, 2017) since firm
performance of a new venture is related to the social capital of the entrepreneurial
team (Bamford et al., 2006).

Future contribution is likely to come from the mixed level of analysis such as
with regards to the constructs of entrepreneurial orientation. Entreprenecurial
orientation has been one of the most established approaches to understand the
phenomena in entrepreneurship (Wales, 2016). Yet, the constructs have not been
exhaustively examined in the case of entrepreneurial exit. Past studies examine
entrepreneurial orientation primarily in the case of failure (Wiklund and
Shepherd, 2011) and survival (e.g. Box and Gratzer, 2017). Future research might
seek to answer how firm’s entrepreneurial orientation influences an
entrepreneur’s intention to exit and ways to exit.

Second, concerning decision making, the choice of one alternative route to
exit over other ones should be explored more often (e.g. Wennberg et al., 2010,
DeTienne et al., 2015). Entrepreneurs decide to exit due to calculative, alternative
and normative reasons (DeTienne, 2010). Upcoming research may contribute to
a better understanding of the choice by moving beyond those reasons such as how
entrepreneurs’ emotions influence the decision making to exit, and how those
reasons relate to the subsequent activities after exit and the impact of social ties
to the decision to exit (Fei et al., 2017).

Further, entrepreneurs are rationally bounded (Simon, 1955) and thereby
exposed to biases, i.e. overconfidence, optimistic bias and distrust (Gudmundsson
and Lechner, 2013). Future research is likely to make contributions by answering
following questions such as what biases are involved in the decision making to
exit, or how these biases affect the ways to exit.

Third, researchers have a good understanding on the entrepreneurial process
in general, yet the process to exit is less understood. This process to exit is
complex, and goes beyond the decision to exit and to persist. Entrepreneurs may
exit via several ways, but future contributions may come to a better understanding
on the process of evaluating the options to exit and how the process of exit is
carried out. The perspective of change would also help to analyse the change and
process before exit (Parastuty et al., 2015). Specifically, contributions may also
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come from investigating the role of entrepreneurial orientation in the process to
exit. Entrepreneurs and entrepreneurial firms would like to shape the distribution
of their outcomes by limiting potential losses and increasing potential gains
(McGrath, 1999). This process may lead to decisions which ways to exit. The
research endeavour can investigate whether the relationship between EO and the
process of exit (distributing outcomes) depend on other factors, such as attitudes
towards failure.

Fourth, firm performance is arguably critical to the decision to exit (Gimeno
et al., 1997), yet associating poor firm performance with exit should be exercised
with caution. Exit can happen successfully and unsuccessfully (Headd, 2003)
regardless whether the firms remain in the market or vanish (Coad, 2014). In the
more successful case, entrepreneurs may exit voluntarily via closing because they
have better options to pursue. In the other case, entrepreneurs are forced to exit
(involuntarily) via closing by the bank or other creditors. Future research should
move beyond the firm (financial) performance, and concentrate on the
entrepreneurs’ satisfaction regarding their entrepreneurial activity (especially
exit) and how the satisfaction may influence their re-entry into entrepreneurship.

While the impacts of exit on the industry and region have been discussed
extensively (e.g. Huiban, 2011, Cainelli et al., 2014, Buenstorf et al., 2015), the
impact of exit experience at the individual level is an area of exploration. Future
research should investigate how the experience of exit is made easier because of
the subsequent entrepreneurial activity. Entrepreneurial learning, as a theoretical
perspective, should be used to understand the phenomenon of exit, especially
when the experience of exit is contextualized into different circumstances and can
be useful for further study.

5. Conclusions

This paper reviewed research on entrepreneurial exit utilizing bibliometric
analysis and a qualitative approach of reviewing. The results show that the
number of journal articles on exit has risen between 2009 and 2015.
Approximately seventy percent of studied articles discuss firm exit which
dominate the landscape in the early period of study. Yet, entrepreneurial exit has
started to intensify in recent years.

Of the 243 academic articles on firm and entrepreneurial exit, the co-citation
analysis reveals 20 articles which received more than 20 citations. The 20 articles
can be regarded as the seminal articles in the field and have become the must-read
articles for researchers entering the field though all of them offer insights into the
topic of firm and entrepreneurial exit.

This qualitative review carried out an analysis of the theoretical perspectives
that have been used in past research. These theoretical perspectives help to orient
the researcher when it comes to the phenomena of firm and entrepreneurial exit.
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Based on the findings of the bibliometric analysis and the qualitative analysis,
some suggestions for future research were drawn, but the endeavour of this
review does have some limitations.

The use of broader search terms i.e. exit and failure, rather than solely using
the term “entrepreneurial exit” led to articles falling outside the focus of the study.
This decision was made due to the intersection of the under-researched topic of
entrepreneurial exit and the other terms chosen by the researcher. A profound
overview of prominent literatures discussing exit of firms and entrepreneurs,
which apparently intersect with other topics, is useful to understand the research
landscape.

Furthermore, a drawback of bibliometric analysis is that its quantitative
approach does not capture in what context and with what intentions authors refer
to other works. The network structures provided by bibliometric analysis is based
on the researchers defining the number of data reduction and threshold, which
excludes potential research useful for study. Therefore, this method cannot be
accounted solely to review past research, and should be combined with more
subjective (qualitative) approaches.

Nevertheless, we believe the present paper makes an important contribution
to current knowledge in the field of exit and can be used by researchers as a
valuable overview of the present state of affairs in exit research.
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