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A B S T R A C T

Black entrepreneurship (BE) plays an increasingly important, and increasingly paradoxical, role in contemporary American society. On one hand, BE 
is a vehicle for economic advancement, exemplified through inspiring instances of resolute agency, heroic achievement, and storied successes that 
collectively reinforce the notion that entrepreneurship can be a potent, emancipatory force of social and economic mobility. On the other hand, BE is 
also a vivid illustration of race-related challenges, chronicled through an abundance of empirical evidence that reveals the extent to which Black 
entrepreneurs navigate a racialized entrepreneurial context; one in which formidable constraints arise throughout the entrepreneurial journey. 
Though critically important, the mechanisms of racialization – and the manner in which they are manifested and surmounted – remain under- 
theorized, leading to an incomplete understanding of how and why success is more elusive for historically marginalized entrepreneurs than it is 
for others, and why the threat of failure looms so large. To address these research challenges, we build upon existing work to develop a process 
model, depicting the unique constraints that Black entrepreneurs face at each stage of the business venturing lifecycle. Applying this processual 
perspective, we articulate a theory of constrained agency, wherein Black entrepreneurs can and do exercise entrepreneurial agency despite varying, 
multilevel manifestations of racialization. Our work lays the groundwork for a more detailed, purposeful, and relevant approach to the future 
research of Black entrepreneurs as well as other historically marginalized groups.

Executive summary

Entrepreneurship is celebrated by researchers, practitioners, and policymakers alike as a vital conduit for social and economic 
mobility as individuals exercise agency through the pursuit of novel opportunities. In reality, however, the playing field is far from 
level. In particular, the entrepreneurial journeys of Black entrepreneurs – those entrepreneurs who identify as Black and have been 
racialized as Black within the U.S. context – have been marred by centuries of structural disadvantages and lingering, including 
institutional and cultural barriers, structural inequalities, transactional, relational and network disadvantages, consumer discrimi
nation, unfavorable supplier terms, and daunting barriers to credit. The persistent nature of these difficulties reflects the extent to 
which Black entrepreneurs must contend with distinct challenges at every stage of the business venturing lifecycle. Despite the fact that 
Black individuals exhibit greater interest in entrepreneurship than any other sub-group of Americans, they collectively generate 
business-related revenue that is far below their proportion of the U.S. population and receive a trivial level of angel and venture capital 
support. The endemic nature of these conditions and outcomes leads us to ask: How does racialization manifest for Black entrepreneurs 
throughout the business venturing lifecycle?

In addressing this question, we draw upon theories of entrepreneurial agency to develop a novel framework of constrained agency, 
which we apply to established models of the business venturing lifecycle. Our process-based approach highlights seven stages of the 
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Black entrepreneur journey: (i) initial interest, (ii) opportunity recognition, (iii) nascent entrepreneurial behavior, (iv) resource acquisition, 
(v) resource coordination, (vi) value capture, and (vii) innovation. We theorize that, at each stage, there are distinct, associated con
straints that emerge: a racialized context (interest stage), entrepreneurial self-efficacy (opportunity recognition stage), access (nascent 
entrepreneurial behavior stage), legitimacy (resource acquisition stage), scalability (resource coordination stage), ambidexterity (value 
capture stage), and fatigue (innovation stage). The collective impact of these constraints comprises the racialization of Black entre
preneurship across the business venturing lifecycle.

Since Black entrepreneurs can, and in a number of notable cases, do achieve tremendous success, our framework offers grounds for 
much-needed nuance, noting that “constrained agency” is not the same as “no agency.” Despite persistent constraints, Black entre
preneurs do exercise agency in ways that meaningfully transform the structures that hinder their progression. Our work provides an 
explicit, multilevel, lifecycle conceptualization of the racialization with which Black entrepreneurs must contend, pointing to policy- 
based and market-based cures that better fulfill entrepreneurship’s emancipatory potential. The proposed framework lends important 
dimensionality to the future study of Black entrepreneurs and other historically marginalized groups that face the ill effects of con
strained agency, including other racial and ethnic minorities, women, veterans, physically and mentally disabled individuals, and 
individuals experiencing homelessness.

1. Introduction

A growing body of research, spanning a wide range of scholarly disciplines, has sought to understand and explain the experiences 
faced by entrepreneurs from historically disadvantaged groups (e.g., Bogan and Darity, 2008; Fairlie and Robb, 2007; Ruef and 
Grigoryeva, 2018). Persistent, multi-generational inequity takes many forms (Ferraro and Shippee, 2009; Lewis and Crabbe, 2024) 
within and across groups encompassing race, ethnicity, gender, religion, national origin, and economic status (Fairlie and Marion, 
2012; Freeland and Keister, 2016). Among these varied groups, Black entrepreneurs1 – those entrepreneurs who identify as Black or 
have been racialized as Black within the U.S. context – have contended for more than three centuries with formidable constraints 
amidst an entrepreneurial context characterized by institutionalized racism (Bruton et al., 2023; Santos et al., 2025). Racialization is 
salient to Black entrepreneurship as it refers to contexts wherein social systems are partially characterized by the placement of racial 
groups in a social hierarchy, resulting in differing rewards and consequences as a result of each racial group’s placement in the social 
hierarchy (see also: Bonilla-Silva, 1997).

As a result, the experience of Black entrepreneurs in the U.S. is one characterized by paradoxical tension. On one hand, contem
porary theories of agency cast entrepreneurship as a potent force of social, cultural, and economic mobility (Bradford, 2003, 2014; 
Toney and Price, 2021), providing the means and opportunity to enhance one’s fortunes and personal wellbeing (Bradford, 2014; 
Toney and Price, 2021; Wingfield and Taylor, 2016; Zajonc, 2003). Yet, on the other hand, recent data suggests that Black entre
preneurs transcend the challenges imposed by their racialized context with far less frequency than non-Black counterparts (Leppert, 
2024; Perry et al., 2024). For example, Black Americans represent 14 % of the U.S. population but Black entrepreneurs account for only 
3 % of all U.S. employer-led firms and comprise just 1 % of the revenue that is collectively generated by these firms (Leppert, 2024; 
Metinko and Teare, 2024). These outcomes regarding Black entrepreneurs lag behind those of White, Asian, and Hispanic entrepre
neurs when compared to their proportional representation of the U.S. population.2

These comparative outcomes reflect a racialized context through a vast array of structural constraints (Jennings et al., 2016) to 
Black entrepreneurship, including institutional and cultural barriers and inequalities (e.g., Fairchild, 2009a; Gil and Marion, 2018; 
Ruef and Grigoryeva, 2018; Samilaa and Sorenson, 2017), transactional and relational inequalities manifested through consumer 
discrimination (e.g., Doleac and Stein, 2013; Younkin and Kuppuswamy, 2018; Ogbolu and Singh, 2019; Price, 2005) and/or supplier 
discrimination, which, collectively, thwart the mobilization of critical resources during the business venturing process (e.g., Bates and 
Robb, 2014; Blanchard et al., 2008; Mitchell and Pearce, 2011) and constrain the advancement of Black entrepreneurs. Though there 
have been undeniable instances of highly successful Black entrepreneurs, these inspiring achievements emerge with far less frequency 
than among non-Black entrepreneurs, suggesting that fundamental disconnects persist regarding how racialization manifests 
throughout the lifecycle in ways that hinder Black entrepreneurs’ progression through the full arc of the business venturing lifecycle.

In many respects, the link between racialization and entrepreneurial outcomes is thinly understood (Bruton et al., 2023). As a 
result, an array of stakeholders – including scholars, community leaders, policymakers, investors, corporations, and Black 

1 As we discuss later in greater detail, the question of “Who is a Black entrepreneur?” is both critical and complicated given multiple definitions of 
those who self-identify and/or are racialized as being “Black.” In order to assist readers by addressing key aspects of this issue from the outset, the 
focus of this study – consistent with work in sociology and economics (Bertocchi and Dimico, 2012; Gold, 2018; Ruef and Fletcher, 2003) – involves 
the descendants of American slaves. Implicitly, this specification excludes other entrepreneurs who identify as “Black.” However, this boundary 
condition is not intended to exclude other Black entrepreneurs as much as it is employed to avoid the conflation of distinctive heritages and lived 
experiences.

2 Although studies reveal that Black individuals self-report among the highest levels of interest in entrepreneurship (Koellinger and Minniti, 2006; 
Jones, 2017), this does not translate into proportionate levels of venture survival. A recent Kauffman Foundation study (2021) found that Blacks 
make up 13 % of new entrepreneurs – nearly in-line with their share of the general population – yet Black-owned businesses are only 3 % of the 
overall total. By comparison, individuals identifying as white, non-Hispanic make up 57 % of the U.S. population, 56 % of new entrepreneurs, and 
72 % of all business owners. Hispanic and Asian entrepreneurs fall somewhere in between. Hispanic individuals comprise 19 % of the population, 
22 % of new entrepreneurs, and 14 % of all business owners. Asians fare better, comprising 6 % of the population, 7 % of new entrepreneurs, and 11 
% of all business owners.
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entrepreneurs themselves – have sought to address the disconnects that persist to derail Black entrepreneurs in their journeys (Bates 
and Tuck, 2014), but public and private cures are only as effective as the diagnoses allow, which have been elusive (Bruton et al., 
2023). For these reasons, there is a need to broaden and deepen the conceptualization of BE by formulating a more robust approach to 
the question: How does racialization manifest for Black entrepreneurs throughout the business venturing lifecycle?

At the heart of this question lies the dynamic tension between entrepreneurial agency – the agentic promise of entrepreneurship is a 
mechanism to improve one’s circumstances – and structural constraints in the context of Black entrepreneurship. In contemporary 
theories of entrepreneurship, “the human condition of enterprise, combined with the lure of profits and advancing knowledge and 
technology” are inextricably bound together in a dynamic, creative process through which transformative social and economic 
progress are achieved through the creation of future goods and services (Venkataraman, 1997: 121). Indeed, through a nexus of 
“lucrative opportunities” and “enterprising individuals” (Shane and Venkataraman, 2000: 218), entrepreneurship is widely lauded as a 
potent force of social, cultural, and economic mobility (Bradford, 2003, 2014; Toney and Price, 2021), providing the means and 
opportunity to enhance one’s fortunes and personal wellbeing (Bradford, 2014; Toney and Price, 2021; Wingfield and Taylor, 2016; 
Zajonc, 2003). These emancipatory narratives (Rindova et al., 2009; Jennings et al., 2016; Laine and Kibler, 2022), threaded through 
foundational approaches to entrepreneurship theory (McMullen et al., 2021), draw on foundational theories of human agency (e.g., 
Emirbayer and Mische, 1998; Bandura, 2001; Giddens, 1979) to conceptualize entrepreneurship through an agentic lens where macro- 
level social structures are reproduced and/or transformed over time through the actions of individuals, teams, organizations, and 
sectors within dynamic, unpredictable, and constantly changing relational environments (Binder, 2007; Fligstein and McAdam, 2011; 
Hallett and Ventresca, 2006; McMullen et al., 2021; Ray, 2019).

Thus, the purpose of this study is to develop a novel conceptual framework, one that is both useful and effective in describing the 
unique constraints Black entrepreneurs face throughout the business venturing process. We extend and enhance lifecycle models of 
entrepreneurial action (e.g. Lerner et al., 2018) by positing that entrepreneurial agency is situated within the structural context of 
social systems encompassing the patterns of social interaction and the persistence of such patterns over time. Thus, we apply a process- 
based perspective in developing a theory of constrained agency of Black entrepreneurs, highlighting the seven stages, along with the 
associated constraints that emerge most prominently at each stage – the sum total of which comprises the racialization of BE.

Since Black entrepreneurs can, and in a number of notable cases, do achieve success in the competitive marketplace, a first 
contribution of our process model involves the richness provided by taking a lifecycle approach – a perspective that balances 
comprehensiveness and nuance. This is critical because “constrained agency” is not the same as there being “no agency” – nor are 
constraints absolute, intractable, or unnavigable. Despite the structural challenges and constraints across the business venturing 
lifecycle, Black entrepreneurs routinely exercise agency, transforming the very structures with which they contend throughout their 
journeys. Although scholarship illuminating our understanding of how Black entrepreneurs exercise such agency amid structural 
constraints is limited, we offer a more thorough conceptualization related to mechanisms that facilitate agentic action under these 
conditions. By bringing to entrepreneurship scholarship a theory of constrained agency, we offer a more robust conceptualization of 
the constraints impacting the entrepreneurial journeys of Black entrepreneurs. In so doing, we extend the conversation beyond the 
mere fact that the context is racialized for Black entrepreneurs to a dynamic explanation of how racialization impacts differential 
opportunities and outcomes.

A second contribution of our works involves a much-needed meso-level conceptualization of BE, extending scholarly understanding 
beyond the identification and description of racialized contexts (i.e., Bruton et al., 2023) to a more explicit conceptualization of how 
Black entrepreneurs experience racialization throughout their respective entrepreneurial journeys. The multi-level constraints that 
Black entrepreneurs contend with at each stage of the business venturing process sheds light on the reality that the agency Black 
entrepreneurs exercise is constrained relative to other groups, particularly white entrepreneurs.

Third, examining entrepreneurship and management scholarship more broadly, our use of the business venturing lifecycle con
tributes a valuable conceptual template that can be customized for fruitful analysis of the lived experiences among other groups of 
entrepreneurs, including women, immigrants, veterans, the elderly, and individuals with mental and physical disabilities. Entrepre
neurs from each of these groups, and others, encounter distinctive facilitators and constraints as they attempt to advance through the 
seven stages. Our conceptual template offers a useful roadmap for charting the distinctive journeys traversed by entrepreneurs of every 
imaginable background. Finally, there are also notable implications for practice and policy. In particular, our approach invites far 
greater understanding of how public- and private-sector attempts to alleviate entrepreneurial inequities can be better addressed 
through concrete action.

2. Black entrepreneurship: Definitions and scope

Black entrepreneurs occupy a paradoxical space in American society. Numerous studies indicate that Black individuals exhibit 
greater interest in entrepreneurship than the general population, fueled in part by the belief that entrepreneurship constitutes a viable 
pathway for enhancing well-being and socio-economic mobility (Bradford, 2014; Rindova et al., 2009; Toney and Price, 2021; 
Wingfield and Taylor, 2016; Zajonc, 2003) and for building strong, sustainable communities (Wingfield and Taylor, 2016; Lindemann, 
2019). Yet, research also reveals pronounced, persistent structural constraints that Black entrepreneurs face involving the formation, 
financing, growth, and long-term success of their ventures (e.g., Deskins and Ross, 2018). Even successful Black entrepreneurs are 
forced to navigate a gauntlet of stultifying forces, including unequal access to financing (Bone et al., 2014), reduced access to labor 
markets (Fairlie and Robb, 2007), and even consumer discrimination (Koellinger and Minniti, 2006; Kuppuswamy and Younkin, 2020; 
Ogbolu et al., 2015). As a consequence, despite important instances of tremendous success (Norman, 2020), Black-owned businesses 
rarely achieve significant scale compared to their white counterparts, and the vast majority of those that do survive often establish a 
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presence in unpromising, low-growth niches (Ahn, 2011; Boston and Boston, 2007; Reuben and Queen, 2015; Sonfield, 2007; Squires 
and O’Connor, 2001).

Addressing these systemic inequities begins with a thorough consideration of the relevant definitions. Though “Black” is often 
treated as a static category, the dynamic racial landscape has compelled social scientists to continuously grapple with shifting con
ceptions, categories and definitions of racial groups (Bonilla-Silva, 2004; Lee and Bean, 2007). “Entrepreneurship” has also proved to 
be a moving target as a result of the field’s ongoing evolution and a steady proliferation of definitions, each of which serves a slightly 
different purpose (Davidsson, 2015). Any credible assessment of “Black entrepreneurship” needs to dedicate space to defining each 
term.

2.1. What is meant by “Black”?

Setting boundaries around the BE phenomenon raises a host of important questions concerning the role of race and ethnicity, both 
as an enabling and a constraining factor in entrepreneurship. Emirbayer and Desmond (2015: 9) define race as a “collective repre
sentation,” arguing that “race is real because it is socially real, not because it is biological. Indeed, race is historically real, in the sense 
of being a cultural structure.” In this work, our theorization is limited to individuals who identify as Black and have been racialized as 
Black within the U.S. context (i.e., descendants of those who were enslaved in this country).3

Additionally, we focus our theorization specifically on BE, rather than broader scholarly treatments investigating aggregated 
categories such as minority or ethnic entrepreneurship (Bruton et al., 2023; Garcia et al., 2023). BE is sometimes used interchangeably 
with, or encompassed within, minority or ethnic entrepreneurship (e.g., Bates and Bradford, 2007; Bates et al., 2018) – a conflation 
that runs the risk of missing several key distinctions. Anti-Blackness is both deeply sedimented in U.S. history (Emirbayer and Des
mond, 2015) and poignantly evident in present-day institutions (Bell, 1995; Ladson-Billings, 1998), leading to distinctive lived ex
periences (e.g. Emirbayer and Desmond, 2015; Lee and Bean, 2007; Pinkett et al., 2011) and entrepreneurial outcomes for Black 
entrepreneurs (Feagin and Imani, 1994; Gold, 2018; Mangum, 2020; Robinson et al., 2007). These unique facets do not always have a 
constructive analog when compared to other majority and minority groups of entrepreneurs. Finally, we limit the geographic boundary 
to the U.S., given the historical, socio-political, and economic conditions that uniquely shape the significance of race in the U.S. (e.g., 
Bailey and Telles, 2006), and therefore the scholarship on BE.

2.2. What is meant by “entrepreneurship”?

As noted above, scholars across disciplines define entrepreneurial action in varied ways (Alvarez and Barney, 2007; Berglund et al., 
2020; Foss and Klein, 2012; Kirzner, 1997; Klein, 2008; Shane and Venkataraman, 2000). While there are pros and cons to each of 
these perspectives, in our study the meaning of entrepreneurship is heavily imbued with dimensions of process since our conceptu
alization of BE involves a complete lifecycle. Accordingly, we find Davidsson’s (2016): 21) definition of entrepreneurship particularly 
useful, wherein he refers to entrepreneurship as the study of the processes related to past, present, and future “new venture emer
gence,” regardless of whether the impetus for such action is discovered, created, imagined, or designed.

Historically, economists and sociologists have used generic markers of small business ownership, such as self-employment, to 
define BE. While business ownership, employment growth, and new business starts are critical to capturing entrepreneurship’s macro- 
level, socio-economic impacts, they insufficiently characterize the multitude of factors identified by entrepreneurship scholars in the 
past quarter-century; factors intimately related to novelty, emergence, transformation, emancipation, identity, agency, growth, and 
countless others.4 Therefore, inspired by Davidsson’s treatment of entrepreneurship, we define BE as the action processes related to past, 
present, and future “new venture emergence” enacted by individual or collective actors who identify with or are racialized as Black within the U. 
S.

3. Entrepreneurial agency

The starting point for our development of a useful, intelligible, and veridical framework for understanding BE begins with the 
concept of entrepreneurial agency and the premise that Black entrepreneurs have the power to exercise such agency throughout the 
entrepreneurial journey. Agency refers to “the temporally constructed engagement by actors of different structural environments – the 
temporal-relational contexts of action—which, through the interplay of habit, imagination, and judgment, both reproduces and 
transforms those structures in interactive response to the problems posed by changing historical situations” (Emirbayer and Mische, 
1998: 970; Bandura, 2001; Giddens, 1979). Thus, entrepreneurial agency, as conceived in contemporary research (e.g. Townsend, 
2012), emanates from the power of entrepreneurs’ “transformative capacity” (McMullen et al., 2021: 4), and the ability “to transcend 
the dictates of their immediate environment and to shape and regulate the present to fit a desired future” (Bandura, 2001: 7). 

3 As will become apparent when we lay out the case for constrained agency, Black entrepreneurs who recently immigrated from Africa or the 
Caribbean may face some conditions that are similar to and others that are different from those confronted by individuals who descend from 
American slaves. Thus, our distinction is drawn to maintain fidelity to heterogenous circumstances and lived experiences, not to exclude individuals 
and groups who also face challenges and opportunities of their own.

4 For a useful compendium and critical assessment of entrepreneurship definitions, including the often-used definition developed by Shane and 
Venkataraman (2000), which is based upon Venkataraman (1997), see Davidsson (2015).
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Entrepreneurs exercise this agency by taking action over time, where these actions comprise the power to change the status quo and 
transform structures (McMullen et al., 2021).

3.1. The impact of racialized structures in the U.S.

3.1.1. Institutional structures
Entrepreneurial agency is exercised amidst the structures in which actors are embedded. Social structures (Parsons, 1937; Merton, 

1938) – consisting of “a multidimensional space of social positions among which people are distributed and which affect their social 
relations” (Blau, 1977: 28) – play central role in shaping social and organizational action through the “constraining and enabling 
dimensions of patterned relationships among social actors within a system” (Emirbayer and Goodwin, 1994: 1418). As such, the impact 
that social structures have on individuals operating within those structures inherently depends upon the distribution of social positions 
endemic to the structure as well as the norms that accompany those positions. In the U.S., slavery represents one of the most salient 
depictions of a racialized institutional social structure. Enslaved Africans – who arrived in North America as early as 1619 (Gold, 2018) 
– faced an existence without freedom, property ownership, or opportunity, while being saddled with multi-generational burdens 
associated with brutality, indigence, illiteracy, and a society structured to perpetuate their subjugation (Bertocchi and Dimico, 2012; 
Zajonc, 2003).

Despite the legal cessation of Black enslavement within the U.S., the residual effects of slavery remained deeply ingrained in 
American society through Jim Crow laws, sharecropping, debt peonage, redlining, and other practices systematically designed to 
perpetuate institutionalized racism in both the North and South (Ruef and Fletcher, 2003; Singh and Nurse, 2024). These blatantly 
discriminatory policies and practices fortified the foundation of institutionalized racism that still exists today, only two generations 
since the passage of the Civil Rights Act.5 These discriminatory demographic and social processes and structures with deep historical 
roots both solidify and reinforce the institutional structures that persist today (Robinson et al., 2007).

3.1.2. Relational structures
The impacts of such institutional structures have trickled down to influence relational structures that generation-to-generation 

have guided norms regarding social exchanges between actors within these structures as well as the relational advantages or disad
vantages each conveys (DiPrete and Eirich, 2006; Ferraro and Shippee, 2009). For example, practices such as redlining expose Black 
families to significant disparities in home equity values while limiting access to comparable educational opportunities. This, in turn, 
impacts individuals’ employment options, leading to markedly lower incomes and eventually to massive disparities in net worth, 
financial security, and well-being (Boston and Ross, 1996; Rothstein, 2017; Singh and Nurse, 2024). These disparities result in a 
median net worth for Black individuals in America that is less than 15 % that of white individuals (McIntosh et al., 2020). As a result of 
these discriminatory practices, Black entrepreneurs have, for nearly two centuries, tended to reside and operate primarily in racial 
enclaves. Though these enclaves are characterized by thriving pockets of BE (Basu and Werbner, 2001), such business venturing in
volves marketing goods and services almost exclusively to local, Black consumers. While Black entrepreneurs may enjoy an initial 
measure of success, this reality can stifle the growth potential of businesses (Ruef and Beezer, 2023). Paradoxically, then, the more 
successful Black entrepreneurs become within an enclave, the greater the difficulty they often face in profitably leveraging that success 
outside the enclave (Ruef and Grigoryeva, 2018).

3.2. The constrained agency of Black entrepreneurship

As Sarason et al. (2006: 291) noted, entrepreneurial agency involves “the ability to intervene in the world, or to refrain from 
intervention, and presumes that the agent is able to deploy a range of causal power, including that of influencing others.” In essence, 
“an agent ceases to be such if he or she loses the capability to ‘make a difference,’ that is, cannot exercise some sort of power” (Sarason 
et al., 2006: 292). Consistent with this view, the relative effectiveness of the agentic actions of entrepreneurs is often theorized as a 
function of whether social structures are enabling or constraining entrepreneurial action. This means that the burden of structural 
constraints on entrepreneurial agency leaves actors in a state of constrained agency wherein the future possibilities of action are 
restricted, hampered, or made functionally impossible by structural forces in the contextual environment (Cardinale, 2018; Gulati and 
Srivastava, 2014; Lassalle and Shaw, 2021). These constraints on entrepreneurial agency operate on multiple levels (Harmon et al., 
2019), often by shifting the orientation of actors towards or away from new possibilities (Cardinale, 2018; 2019). This occurs in 
confoundingly complex ways through factors that include social position (Cardinale, 2018), resource availability (Gulati and Sri
vastava, 2014), gender, social class (Lassalle and Shaw, 2021), mental and physical disabilities, and so forth. Importantly, constrained 
agency does not remove or negate the possibility of agentic action – constrained agency does not connote the absence of agency – but it 
does describe the veridical circumstances individuals confront when they encounter structural forces that partially or – in some in
stances, such as apartheid – wholly constrain future actions (Cardinale, 2018).

Recent research suggests that many Black entrepreneurs operate under conditions of constrained agency whereby racial in
equalities reified in existing social structures “limit the personal agency and collective efficacy of subordinate racial groups while 
magnifying the acts of dominant racial group” (Ray, 2019: 36). As we have explained, structural constraints emerge in multi-level 

5 The Emancipation Proclamation in 1863 and the Civil Rights Act of 1964 represented the official eradication of slavery and the application of 
Jim Crow laws in America, respectively.
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fashion: First, there is the aforementioned impact of institutional structures reinforced through American social, economic and po
litical history – through the onset of trans-Atlantic enslavement. Second, there is the impact of relational structures, typified by 
disparate access to networks, funding (Bone et al., 2014; Cordero and Lewis, 2023; Greve and Salaff, 2003), and consumer discrim
ination (Koellinger and Minniti, 2006; Kuppuswamy and Younkin, 2020; Ogbolu et al., 2015). Third, while these structures can be 
shaped by entrepreneurial action, they also play a significant role in shaping each individual’s outlook, decisions, actions, and out
comes. We celebrate the fact that – despite laboring under conditions of constrained agency – numerous Black individuals continue to 
successfully transcend the suffocating influence of societal structures (Reuben and Queen, 2015). Yet, Black entrepreneurs successfully 
navigate these structural constraints with far lower frequency than other demographic groups (Boston and Boston, 2007).

In this sense, BE represents an explanatory challenge for scholars – one that is critically important to address – because Black 
entrepreneurs clearly possess the agentic capacity to produce, reproduce, and transform social structures through entrepreneurial 
success, but the agency that they exercise is constrained. All entrepreneurs face significant challenges. Business venturing is a perilous, 
often unsuccessful journey, but the nature and magnitude of the challenges individuals confront are not uniform. For Black entre
preneurs, the racialized context results in a constrained agency, one that emerges throughout the business venturing lifecycle in ways 
that inhibit progression to later stages and greater success (Bonds, 2007; Bone et al., 2014; Gold, 2018).

4. A Lifecycle approach to understanding Black entrepreneurship

In the foregoing section, we invoked theories of entrepreneurial agency to explain how Black entrepreneurs seek to navigate social 
structures that tend to impose non-ignorable constraints on the nature and extent of an individual’s agency in processual fashion 
(DiPrete and Eirich, 2006; Dannefer, 2003). As a credit to recent scholarship, the presence of these dimensions is increasingly well- 
documented (Bruton et al., 2023). Thus, the aim of this study is to move beyond observational and descriptive modes to formulate 
a comprehensive, processual model of constrained agency through a lifecycle approach that comprehensively addresses Black business 
venturing. This indoles thinking quite differently about how to study the BE phenomenon. One of the shortcomings of extant BE 
research is that it has employed under-nuanced, macro-level dependent variables – such as self-employment, new business starts 
(Bento and Brown, 2021; Koellinger and Minniti, 2006) and bank lending rates (Asiedu et al., 2012; Blanchflower et al., 2003) – that 
shed relatively little light on how Black entrepreneurs uniquely confront challenges across the entire lifecycle.

This is problematic for two reasons. First, existing research has not employed process models in the study of BE, despite the fact that 
a hallmark of entrepreneurship involves the process of taking novel action (Davidsson, 2015; Hunt et al., 2022; Lerner et al., 2018; 
McMullen and Shepherd, 2006). Second, scholars of BE have generally not explored phenomena beyond new venture formation and 
access to resources (Bogan and Darity, 2008; Wingfield and Taylor, 2016), the consequence of which is that downstream opportunities 
and constraints associated with BE are rarely observed and thinly understood (Bates et al., 2018; Fairlie, 2018; Fairlie and Robb, 2007). 
Our development of a novel process model takes important steps towards expanding the scholarly conversation to illuminate a full 
panoply of important concerns.

4.1. The business venturing lifecycle model

As noted above, the relative lack of emphasis on BE research in core management and entrepreneurship journals represents a 
missed opportunity to connect multi-level entrepreneurship theory to this important phenomenon in generating broader and more in- 
depth theoretical and practical insights. Davidsson (2016) offers direction for this dilemma, highlighting the idea that useful as
sessments of entrepreneurship must attend to three aspects of business venturing: the process orientation, its multi-level nature, and 
the heterogeneous nature of business venturing. Therefore, it is critical for a process framework to account for actions and multilevel 
constraints – pertinent to the structural environment, the individual, and the venture (associated with the individual) – across the 
lifecycle of entrepreneurship.

In recent years, consistent with Shepherd’s (2015) observations regarding the importance of infusing process models with theories 
of entrepreneurial action, scholars have extended the foundational work of Bhave (1994) and others through the development of more 
fine-grained, time- and context-sensitive theories that capture the multi-level dynamics of entrepreneurial action (McMullen and 
Dimov, 2013). Yet, extant research refers broadly to the early and late stages of the entrepreneurial journey without explicit models 
and frameworks that address the entire entrepreneurial life cycle (see Lerner et al., 2018 for exception). In response, we build on these 
developments to adapt and apply Lerner et al.’ (2018) model in advancing our conceptual framework. This approach, encompasses 
seven distinct “stages,” beginning with an individual’s initial interest, moving to opportunity recognition, followed by nascent entre
preneurial behavior, then resource acquisition, resource coordination, and value capture, finally extending to the innovation of a given 
entrepreneurial venture (Lerner et al., 2018), as illustrated in Fig. 1. These stages not only capture the processual nature of entre
preneurial action, but also distinct, temporal dimensions at each stage, as they occur over time.

The seven stages developed by Lerner et al. (2018) provide a useful blend of specificity and comprehensiveness. Since the model is 
panoramic – insofar as it traverses the entire arc of business venturing, from ideation to exit – it offers greater attention to “down
stream,” operational aspects of entrepreneurship than nascent-focused process models such as those developed by Bhave (1994) and 
McMullen and Shepherd (2006). Since the lifecycle perspective invites scrutiny of both micro-level and macro-level phenomena, it 
dramatically increases the range and acuity of variables available for scholarly inquiry compared to those prioritized in economics and 
sociology. What is missing, however, from the Lerner et al. (2018) model, is the conceptualization of constraints, constituting the most 
critical “entrepreneurial work” (Ramoglou and McMullen, 2024) that must be performed to advance to future stages. Constraints shape 
the decisions, actions and outcomes of individuals engaged in business venturing and, as such, are emblematic of the social structures 
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Fig. 1. The Black entrepreneurship business venturing lifecycle. 
Adapted from Lerner et al. (2018).
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helping or hindering a given group; in this case, Black entrepreneurs. The seven constraints in our model are not the only ones that 
Black entrepreneurs confront, as the seven stages can potentially be divided into sub-stages where constraints likely co-exist to restrict 
Black entrepreneurs across the lifecycle. Rather, the substance and sequencing of constraints illustrate the most critical determinants of 
how and why entrepreneurial attrition occurs among Black individuals throughout the lifecycle at the stage where the constraint is 
most salient.6 Within our explanations of distinct constraints at each stage, we also clarify the level at which the constraint emerges, 
whether it be at the structural-, individual-, or venture-level of analysis, which we depict in Table 1.

4.2. A lifecycle approach to understanding Black entrepreneurship

Virtually every study of Black entrepreneurship finds that Black Americans have among the highest levels of interest in business 
venturing (Koellinger and Minniti, 2006; Jones, 2017), so the top of the “funnel” is rich with motivated individuals. This makes it even 
more consequential that the number of successful Black entrepreneurs is among the lowest of any U.S. demographic group. Moreover, 
the proportion of Black individuals in attractive, high-growth industries hovers in low single digits and Black entrepreneurs receive less 
than 1 % of all venture capital funding (Metinko and Teare, 2024). This means that between the top of the funnel and the bottom of the 
funnel, would-be Black entrepreneurs face constraints that appear to extend to the later stages of the lifecycle, meaning that even 
successful Black entrepreneurs continue to face inequities.

It is our assertion that the mechanisms of these realities lie in the social structures in which Black entrepreneurs are embedded 
(Bruton et al., 2023; Lewis et al., 2024; Wingfield and Taylor, 2016). Before Black entrepreneurs even contemplate taking entrepre
neurial action, one’s identity as a Black individual in the U.S. is, in and of itself, subject to structural challenges related to income 
disparities, educational inequality, and limited labor market prospects. In order to develop a holistic understanding of business 
venturing by Black entrepreneurs, we need an approach that accounts for the impact of the structuration process associated with being 
Black in the U.S., an essential prerequisite for explicating the temporal journeys of Black entrepreneurs across the business venturing 
lifecycle.

5. Constrained agency and the business venturing lifecycle

The manner in which agency is constrained for Black entrepreneurs manifests through distinct, discriminatory impediments at each 
stage of the lifecycle (Fig. 1): racialized context, entrepreneurial self-efficacy, access, legitimacy, scalability, ambidexterity, and fatigue.7

Despite the presence of these constraints, there have been, and will continue to be, several examples of Black entrepreneurs who have 
successfully exercised agency amid these constraints, navigating each stage of the business venturing lifecycle. Yet, these seven 
constraints that reflect constrained agency are grounded in empirics and theory. Empirically, the weight of historical circumstances 
has resulted in a structurally generated funnel, beginning with entrepreneurial aspirations that become more restrictive for Black 
entrepreneurs at every stage of the business venturing life cycle (Fairlie and Robb, 2007; Santos et al., 2025). In the following sections, 
we develop more fully the stages and constraints comprising our process model.

5.1. Stage 1 - Entrepreneurial interest

5.1.1. Initiating interest
The agentic promise that entrepreneurship embodies “… lies within the individual members of society, and the degree to which a 

spirit of enterprise exists or can be stimulated,” (Morrison, 2000: 59). At the earliest stage of the business venturing lifecycle, in
dividuals express their interest in entrepreneurship by conceiving of a newly constructed, freshly possible future. In the interest stage, 

6 Our thanks to the anonymous reviewers for raising this important point. The substance and sequencing of the constraints mirrors vital aspects of 
the business venturing process as it plays out in process models of entrepreneurial development by Ardichvili et al. (2003), Bhave (1994), Davidsson 
(2004), Dollinger (2008), Lerner et al. (2018), Salamzadeh and Kawamorita (2015), Shane (2003), and others. From a practical perspective, this 
means, for instance, that self-efficacy precedes action; access to resources precedes acquisition and orchestration of those resources; development 
and availability of goods and services precedes the scaled production of those goods and services; value capture and production-at-scale precedes the 
need for ambidexterity; and some measure of business success precedes renewal and the search for the next great challenge. There are almost 
certainly sub-processes and sub-constraints. For parsimony, we have focused on the most prominent constraints that Black entrepreneurs encounter. 
We are interested in the constraints that act as a “funnel,” one that reduces a very large population of would-be Black entrepreneurs to a tiny subset 
of the population constituting highly successful, serial and portfolio entrepreneurs. In this fashion, we lay out a conceptual approach that can be 
usefully customized for the constraints that are most relevant to the study of entrepreneurs who are female, Latinx, veterans, immigrants, LGBTQ, 
homeless, young, old, physically disabled, and so on. Our process model of constraints offers customizable conceptual infrastructure to fruitfully 
pose provocative research questions and conduct empirical investigations of any entrepreneurs from historically marginalized groups.

7 Our JBV editor and anonymous reviewers rightly point out that constraints may traverse multiple stages of the business venturing lifecycle. We 
agree. While each constraint is described through our model at the point when it is most inhibitive – and most thematically relevant – these 
discriminatory obstacles are often stubbornly persistent and may coexist with other constraints at stages beyond when it is emphasized. For example, 
the challenges accompanying racialized contexts and entrepreneurial self-efficacy are likely to be life-long themes. However, each of the seven 
constraints initially, and most prominently, arise in the order specified, at least in the content of BE. Regarding the sequence, as noted earlier, 
entrepreneurs cannot encounter constraints such as scalability and ambidexterity until they have confronted access issues in bringing goods and 
services to the marketplace.
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actors leverage their creativity (Baker and Nelson, 2005) and imaginativeness (Klein, 2008; Kier and McMullen, 2018) to perceive 
opportunities based on what is and, more importantly, what can be, without respect to how such opportunities may be brought to 
fruition.

Table 1 
Multilevel constraints across the business venturing lifecycle.
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In spite of the multi-generational impact of slavery and discriminatory practices that Black Americans have endured for centuries, 
these individuals report the highest interest entrepreneurship, which emerges as early as childhood (Fairlie and Robb, 2010; Koellinger 
and Minniti, 2006). This reality suggests that the enthusiasm of would-be Black entrepreneurs is vast – relative to the population of 
Black Americans. Yet, an individual’s imagination of possibilities of the future – where entrepreneurship can be the bridge to realize 
the possibilities – cannot be separated from the institutional context wherein they are embedded.

5.1.2. Constraint A: Racialized context
For Black individuals who have been socialized in the U.S., the racialized nature of entrepreneurship as a context is poignant across 

the business venturing lifecycle, but particularly at the interest stage. This manifests in two primary ways. First, while Black entre
preneurs often embody manifold aspirations (Edelman et al., 2010; Wingfield, 2012; Wingfield and Taylor, 2016), they are confronted 
by implicit and explicit messaging from the structural environment that can threaten their ability to imagine a desired future (Lewis 
et al., 2024). The subconscious internalization of multi-generational inequities and the conscious, lived experience of racialized 
structural norms undoubtedly leads to a high degree of self-censoring and early exits among would-be Black entrepreneurs (Bates et al., 
2007; Koellinger and Minniti, 2006). This is often due to a higher baseline level of financial and non-financial precarity (Fairlie and 
Robb, 2007; Singh and Nurse, 2024) as well as underexposure to mentor-peers who can serve as role models of highly successful 
entrepreneurs (e.g., Fairchild, 2009a). Given the important role of mentors in entrepreneurship (Kuratko et al., 2021), even those Black 
entrepreneurs who have successfully launched a new venture have lamented the absence of mentorship and guidance. In a recent 
qualitative study, a Black entrepreneur shares that:

“Nobody in my family has ventured off into being an entrepreneur before me that I can [think of]. Everybody has worked for something…I 
don’t know anybody personally that is doing the same thing that I’m doing, or many just black entrepreneurs period.” (Wingfield and Taylor, 
2016:1688).

This sentiment regarding the importance of mentorship is exponentially greater among would-be Black entrepreneurs at this stage, 
which is a point that we will revisit later.

Second, for Black individuals, the relationship between education and entrepreneurship is complex as higher education is asso
ciated with higher incomes and greater economic opportunities (Valdez, 2008), thus creating disincentives for Black individuals to 
pursue more risky occupational choices. Such findings reflect the reality that when Black individuals attain higher levels of education, 
their opportunity costs rise, dulling their interest in entrepreneurship in favor of the traditional labor market (Douglas and Shepherd, 
2002). This distinct constraint, which hampers Black individuals’ interest in entrepreneurship, manifests at the level of the institution, 
through engrained social structures that create expected norms regarding what is possible for Black Americans and the structural 
transformation that is initially expressed via their entrepreneurial interest. As a result, the key transformational process for Black 
Americans at the interest stage is to repel the negative effects of the racialized context, limiting its potential for restricting imagi
nativeness and creativity surrounding what is possible through entrepreneurship.

5.2. Stage 2 - Opportunities

5.2.1. Entrepreneurial opportunity recognition and beliefs
Inherent to the interest stage is the potential that attentiveness is spurred by a specific opportunity or set of opportunities, facil

itating a bridge for individuals to cross over into recognizing and evaluating opportunities. Individuals recognize opportunities and 
form their perceptions of them based on how attractive and how viable the opportunities appear to be (Haynie et al., 2009; Shepherd 
et al., 2007). In the opportunity recognition phase, individuals make the turn from considering opportunities from the third-person 
perspective (i.e., “this appears to be an attractive and viable opportunity for someone”) to doing so from the first-person perspec
tive (i.e., “this appears to be an attractive/viable opportunity for me; McMullen and Shepherd, 2006; Ramoglou and McMullen, 2024). 
First-person opportunity recognition is critical because it foreshadows initial action to exploit an opportunity (Hunt and Lerner, 2018). 
Thus, for Black individuals who are confronted with a racialized entrepreneurial context, they must embody a belief that, not only is 
the imagined future possible, but it is also possible for me to successfully execute and create such a future.

5.2.2. Constraint B: Entrepreneurial Self-efficacy
First-person beliefs about an opportunity are the essence of individuals’ self-efficacy, which refers to an individual’s confidence in 

their capacity to execute behaviors necessary to produce specific performance goals (Bandura, 1977). Thus, for individuals formulating 
beliefs about an opportunity, efficacy refers to the perception that they have the capacity to successfully execute entrepreneurial tasks 
to exploit and develop an opportunity (McGee et al., 2009). For Black individuals, even though they embody manifold aspirations 
(Edelman et al., 2010; Wingfield, 2012; Wingfield and Taylor, 2016), they are confronted by implicit and explicit messaging from the 
structural environment that can threaten entrepreneurial self-efficacy and become part of the decisional rubric influencing opportunity 
recognition and belief formation. (Lewis et al., 2024).

Although self-efficacy occupies a central role in social psychology and has exerted significant influence in theories of entrepre
neurial action (e.g., Gielnik et al., 2020), there are few studies explicitly connecting these concepts in BE research. Black entrepreneurs 
express comparable beliefs in their abilities to start and achieve success in venturing compared to whites, aligning with expectancy 
theory (Edelman et al., 2010; Gatewood et al., 2002; Smith and Tolbert, 2018). However, as Black entrepreneurs move through the 
business venturing lifecycle, they face continued discrimination and roadblocks, that impact their psyche as they report feeling 
“shackled, alone and confused” in the process (Bone et al., 2014, p. 451, see also Jackson et al., 2018; Neville et al., 2018).

Absent the impacts of racialization, assessments of an opportunity’s attractiveness are largely informed by an entrepreneur’s 
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resources, skills, prior experiences, and networks (Haynie et al., 2009). But, of course, race is a factor – one that creates an uneven 
playing field (Gold, 2018) marked by stereotypes and prototypes governing perceptions of “entrepreneurial fitness,” particularly 
concerning who can and should pursue a given opportunity (Santos et al., 2025). This is salient for historically disadvantaged en
trepreneurs – particularly those who are Black – as these entrepreneurs are likely to struggle with their perceived efficacy regarding 
opportunities in high-growth sectors where the expected financial ends are high, particularly when they possess low means (Lewis and 
Crabbe, 2024). In this fashion, the structural environment – made manifest as a “racialized context” in constraint A – creates conditions 
that foster self-doubt and impede entrepreneurial self-efficacy, adversely constraining one’s sense of agency during individual-level 
opportunity assessments.

5.3. Stage 3 - Initial action

5.3.1. Nascent entrepreneurial behavior
Nascent entrepreneurial behavior comprises the stage that lies beyond opportunity recognition, where individuals engage in the 

earliest steps of new venture creation (Hunt and Lerner, 2018; Lewis et al., 2024). The link between entrepreneurial intentions and 
subsequent action to create a new venture is weak, likely related to the high level of uncertainty surrounding which actions individuals 
should take, how they should do so, and for what ends will the action(s) accomplish (Carsrud and Brännback, 2011; Kautonen et al., 
2015). In spite of the uncertainty, Black Americans also exhibit the highest likelihood to engage in this early action as they are almost 
twice as likely as whites to engage in startup activities (i.e., 11 % versus 6 %; Koellinger and Minniti, 2006). As a result, Black 
Americans also report the highest propensity to start new businesses (Fairlie and Robb, 2010; Walstad and Kourilsky, 1998).

However, startup activities differ from one another where there are specific types of activities that likely spell more pointed 
challenges for Black entrepreneurs compared to those of other groups. Specifically, nascent-stage entrepreneurial behavior also in
volves recruiting other individuals to a founding team (e.g., Ardichvili et al., 2003; Chowdhury, 2005) through which entrepreneurs 
deploy social capital to access relational resources (Cordero and Lewis, 2023; Greve and Salaff, 2003). The challenges that Black 
entrepreneurs have encountered with these specific actions are multifaceted. For example, social networks that may appear to be race- 
neutral are often subject to patterns of racial, social, and economic clustering that persistently disadvantage Black entrepreneurs 
(Pedulla and Pager, 2019). This clustering effect has its historical roots in the promulgation of racial and ethnic enclaves, wherein 
Black entrepreneurs were relegated to entering narrow-niche and low-growth markets (Ahn, 2011; Boston and Boston, 2007; Reuben 
and Queen, 2015; Sonfield, 2007). This legacy among Black entrepreneurs facilitates a trend for which many entrepreneurs practice 
through their engagement in homophilic networks. Homophilic networking – driven by ethnic and race-based segregation – may 
generate short-term benefits, but it tends to exacerbate longer-term constraints impacting scaling, growth, and survival (Fairchild, 
2009a, 2009b; Marion, 2009; Ruef and Grigoryeva, 2018).

5.3.2. Constraint C: Access
As Fig. 1 depicts, the intervening challenge of “Access” (Meyer, 1990; Mitchell and Pearce, 2011; Shelton and Minniti, 2018) lies 

between nascent entrepreneurial behavior and the acquisition of resources vital to securing a venture’s future. Black entrepreneurs are 
often excluded from this process (Fairlie et al., 2022; Lewis et al., 2024; Singh and Gibbs, 2013), since access to resources is heavily 
dependent upon social capital and network relationships (Cordero and Lewis, 2023; Greve and Salaff, 2003). This exclusionary dy
namic manifests in two primary ways: (i.) the impact of networks that are largely, if not wholly, homophilous; and, (ii.) the unintended 
consequences of preferential procurement programs.

First, the recruitment of entrepreneurial team members typically arises through informal connections stemming from prior work 
experiences and interactions (Cardon and Stevens, 2004; Engel et al., 2023). Since Black individuals, on average, have less exposure to 
elite educational and professional opportunities, BE is often characterized by a pervasive inability to form and leverage a diverse 
professional network, which – from the very outset – restricts the range of partners Black entrepreneurs can recruit to partner in the 
founding of a venture. This lack of access disproportionately disadvantages Black individuals, who comprise less than 14 % of the U.S. 
population, when compared to the 73 % who identify as white (U.S. Census Bureau, 2020). Harper-Anderson’s (2019):818) recent 
work capturing the experiences of Black entrepreneurs in the public sector underscores such a reality as a participant shared the 
following:

“It’s hard to penetrate long-standing relationships that often go back decades . . . We first-generation [Black-owned] businesses don’t have a 
lot [of business partners] that have been passed down, whereas they [White business owners] grow up knowing their father’s business partners 
and thus inheriting those relationships.”

The impact of Constraint A (racialized context) makes it far less likely that Black entrepreneurs will find partners that comprise the 
right mix of skills, experience, and expertise to successfully launch, operate, and draw resources in later stages of the entrepreneurial 
lifecycle. Thus, a structural level constraint (racialized context) has a domino-like impact on Black entrepreneurs in this stage, 
manifesting in another constraint that emerges at the individual level – a dearth of access to networks and programmatic support. As a 
result, the primary transformational process at this stage for BEs involves moving from positive first-person beliefs about opportunities 
to initial opportunity exploitation despite the structural context that constrains access to valuable networks and programmatic 
support.
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5.4. Stage 4 - Mobilizing resources

5.4.1. Resource acquisition
Entrepreneurs – regardless of race, ethnicity, gender, or age – develop their networks and strengthen their social and financial 

capital to mobilize resources needed to operate, develop, and grow the venture (Ardichvili et al., 2003; Lerner et al., 2018). These 
priorities are indicative of the resource acquisition stage and, unfortunately, ample evidence exists that documents Black entrepre
neurs’ collectively unfavorable outcomes at this stage. For example, it is well documented that Black entrepreneurs are denied access to 
capital (Lewis et al., 2024) or are offered unfavorable terms, even when possessing clear evidence of creditworthiness (Asiedu et al., 
2012; Bates, 1997; Blanchflower et al., 2003; Cavalluzzo et al., 2002; Cavalluzzo and Cavalluzzo, 1998; Chatterji and Seamans, 2012). 
This contributes to a domino-like effect where only the most qualified Black entrepreneurs apply for loans (Neville et al., 2018). Thus, 
it is even more problematic that Black individuals experience loan denial rates to a greater extent than white individuals (Blanchflower 
et al., 2003). The discrepant outcomes have even been shown to occur on crowdfunding platforms, such as Kickstarter, evidenced by 
the degree to which Black entrepreneurs experience lower funding rates and far higher failed campaigns (Younkin and Kuppuswamy, 
2018).

Limited access to early-stage financing triggers a cascading effect whereby Black entrepreneurs utilize alternate funding mecha
nisms, such as credit cards or home equity loans, that shift default risk from ventures to individual founders (Bates, 1997; Chatterji and 
Seamans, 2012). Additionally, Black entrepreneurs find themselves tapping into a greater proportion of their savings (Baradaran, 
2019; Freeland and Keister, 2016; Shapiro, 2003). Suppliers and distributors also frequently insist upon financial guarantees that 
frequently fall upon the shoulders of Black entrepreneurs due to stereotypes concerning the perceived illegitimacy of Black-owned 
businesses in the marketplace (Freeland and Keister, 2016). Collectively, these resource mobilization challenges highlight the legit
imacy constraint among BE ventures, which we examine next.

5.4.2. Constraint D: Legitimacy
Legitimacy plays a key role in Black entrepreneurs’ ability to translate resources into venture revenues and personal wealth. Aldrich 

and Fiol (1994:645) assert that socio-political and cognitive legitimacy are critical in determining the fate of new ventures. Legitimacy 
is shaped by the social judgments of key stakeholders regarding the capabilities or expertise associated with Black entrepreneurs and 
their ventures (Jackson et al., 2018; Jackson and Sanyal, 2019). During the resource mobilization stage, investors make funding 
decisions in the absence of complete information, relying on signals to discern whether the venture/entrepreneur(s) is/are worthy of 
funding. The fact that, in 2021, Black entrepreneurs were the recipients of only 2 % of angel investment and just 1 % of venture capital 
investment reflects two likely realities (Dhue and Epperson, 2023; Visram, 2023). First, many Black entrepreneurs do not have prior 
experience, knowledge, and network access that signals legitimacy to private capital sources, which is a reflection of Constraint C – a 
lack of access. Also, since many Black entrepreneurs pursue what are characterized as “low ends” opportunities that are often narrow- 
niche, enclave-focused, and in service-sectors, investors may render an unfavorable assessment of a venture without ever seriously 
considering its prospects on its own merits (Lewis and Crabbe, 2024; Reuben and Queen, 2015; Sonfield, 2007; Squires and O’Connor, 
2001).

Second, as marketplace stakeholders – consisting of suppliers, distributors, end-customers, and potential alliance partners – form 
and enact legitimacy judgments, those perceptions are infused with biases which can result in homophilous networks that ossify the 
disadvantages Black entrepreneurs face in the business venturing process (Younkin and Kuppuswamy, 2018). The persistent under- 
investment of private capital in Black entrepreneurs indicates such biases, as do the difficulties Black entrepreneurs face in negoti
ating attractive bulk purchase agreements with suppliers (Freeland and Keister, 2016). By paying substantially more for the cost of 
goods sold, Black entrepreneurs earn substantially lower gross margins often due to their outsider status in many supplier networks. As 
a result, the effective orchestration of critical resources is impeded by legitimacy judgments over which Black entrepreneurs have very 
little control, significantly constraining the agency that they exercise at this stage in the lifecycle. Calls for more Black investors would 
theoretically allow Black entrepreneurs to also benefit from investor homophily, but the accumulated historical constraints related to 
the Black-white wealth gap limits the immediate mass reach of this partial cure (McIntosh et al., 2020; Singh and Nurse, 2024). In sum, 
Black entrepreneurs suffer from legitimacy constraints that emerge at the level of the venture – as judgments pertaining to the venture 
hinders the agency that can be exercised by individuals at this stage. Despite these judgments, the key transformational process for 
Black entrepreneurs at this stage is to enroll key stakeholders which include employees, financiers, and others who are critical in the 
development of the venture.

5.5. Stage 5 - Managing resources

5.5.1. Resource coordination
In Stage 5, entrepreneurs attempt to orchestrate (i.e., Sirmon et al., 2011) key resources and capabilities in pursuit of “developing 

and instituting a formalized set of policies, procedures, and processes that allow for the replication of high-quality goods and services” 
(Lerner et al., 2018: 276) and firm growth (Mitchell and Pearce, 2011). All new ventures face significant challenges in structuring 
resource portfolios (Sirmon et al., 2011). However, Black entrepreneurs face specific challenges regarding the management of essential 
strategic and operational resources (Holdren et al., 1993; Samilaa and Sorenson, 2017) owning to the increased difficulties they face in 
building the necessary inventories to meet growth demands, often due to challenges associated with accessing trade credit and supply 
networks – activities associated with constraints surrounding access (Bates and Williams, 1995; Prieto and Phipps, 2019; Valdez, 
2008).
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Furthermore, Black entrepreneurs face challenges arising from sparse resource endowments, limiting opportunities to build 
organizational routines, products, and services or to organize the venture’s business model (Boston and Boston, 2007; Rhodes and 
Butler, 2004). Resource orchestration, according to Sirmon et al. (2011:1391), consists of managerial “actions to effectively structure, 
bundle, and leverage firm resources.”

Since resource orchestration takes place at the firm-level, it requires firm-level human capital and market-level business partners, 
committed to supporting the development of efficient and effective systems and routines. Effective orchestration also rests upon 
organizational learning (Sirmon et al., 2011) and the ability of new and small firms to develop dynamic capabilities (Helfat and 
Peteraf, 2003). This is problematic for many Black entrepreneurs and their ventures. Although Black-owned ventures benefit from 
bundling the skills and capabilities of entrepreneurs, they face challenges in bundling and leveraging resources to create organizational 
capabilities and routines that enhance learning during the resource coordination stage (Bates, 2006; Bates et al., 2007).

5.5.2. Constraint E: Scaling
The challenges Black entrepreneurs face during the resource coordination stage illuminate scaling constraints during the entre

preneurial process. Classically defined, scaling involves increasing a firm’s output with flat or declining inputs (DeSantola and Gulati, 
2017). In other words, firms can spread fixed costs across more units while driving down variable costs through efficiencies in the 
production of goods and services. The competitive benefits of scale are extraordinary but also elusive. As Shepherd & Patzelt (2022: 
255), noted, scaling is a process of “spreading excellence within an organization as it grows” – a concept that requires access to re
sources and orchestration of those resources.

Given these distinct benefits associated with scaling, Black entrepreneurs experience constraints to their agency in seeking to scale 
in two critical ways. First, scaling challenges manifest as barriers to expanding to new markets, forming alliances, and venture growth 
(Ahn, 2011; Boston and Boston, 2007; Price, 2005; Sonfield, 2007, 2016). Black entrepreneurs act as agents of their own firms to 
accomplish these aims and, without such expansion, not only is growth hindered but so are the opportunities to more firmly establish 
and refine business models. This dynamic restricts organizational learning and knowledge transfer which is necessary for scaling 
(DeSantola and Gulati, 2017; Shepherd and Patzelt, 2022).

Second, many Black entrepreneurs undertake business venturing with the primary aim of generating wealth (Fairlie and Robb, 
2007). Since it is rare for small, enclave-bound businesses to generate significant wealth, it is common for Black entrepreneurs to 
pursue “portfolio entrepreneurship,” consisting of a collection of small businesses where no single business commands a significant 
market presence. Instead, portfolio entrepreneurs own and operate an assortment of enclave-based, low-tech, service-related busi
nesses characterized by low barriers to entry and exit (Fairlie and Robb, 2007). An overemphasis on the allure of side hustles and new 
ventures may lead Black entrepreneurs to view their businesses as one of many sources of potential income. This, in turn, may 
jeopardize scaling of their ventures due to competing demands across multiple ventures (Cottom, 2020; Pollack et al., 2019; Rojanakit 
et al., 2022).

As noted above, the benefits of scale are extraordinary. Thus, for Black entrepreneurs, the key transformational process at this stage 
is to expand the focus beyond actions associated with early-stage opportunity development and improvisation to prioritizing the 
formalization of the organization to facilitate knowledge transfer and growth. Yet the reality is that very few Black entrepreneurs 
realize this transformation and achieve benefits associated with scaling. As a matter of necessity, many BEs diversify into a host of 
other marginally producing entities. At the time of this writing, 97 % of Black-owned businesses in the U.S. have fewer than 20 
employees and 75 % have fewer than five employees (Wilson, 2024). Although Black Americans comprise 14 % of the U.S. population, 
Black-owned employer-led businesses represent only 3 % of the U.S. total and generate just over 1 % of revenues earned by all U.S. 
employer-led businesses (Leppert, 2024). This reality underscores the impact of the inequalities caused by the preceding constraints of 
both access – where Black entrepreneurs are receive far less exposure to critical networking relationship, particularly those that are 
homophilous – and legitimacy – where Black entrepreneurs’ ventures are less likely to be formalized and structured to signal in
vestments from other stakeholders. As a result, Black-owned ventures face persistent organizational constraints in scaling business 
models in efficient and effective ways.

5.6. Stage 6 – Value growth and harvesting profits

5.6.1. Value capture
The scaling constraints Black entrepreneurs face create a variety of value capture problems during Stage 6 of the entrepreneurial 

lifecycle (Boston and Boston, 2007; Gil and Marion, 2018; Fesselmeyer and Seah, 2017; Fischer and Massey, 2000). Existing research 
has made a pointed distinction between the creation of value and the capture of value (Bowman and Ambrosini, 2000; Pitelis and 
Teece, 2009), the latter of which is defined as the ability of entrepreneurs to exploit an opportunity profitably (Lerner et al., 2018). For 
Black entrepreneurs, consumer biases and race-based discrimination create numerous value capture problems, including lost sales, 
supplier price gouging, and inefficiencies due to obsolete technologies and infrastructure (Doleac and Stein, 2013; Price, 2005; 
Younkin and Kuppuswamy, 2019; Ogbolu and Singh, 2019). These are persistent, consequential problems that cut across all industries, 
impacting even digital platforms for online marketplaces (Doleac and Stein, 2013). The results of such routinized discrimination are 
that Black entrepreneurs confront material constraints to profitably leveraging the value of their ingenuity to create generational 
wealth (Bates and Tuck, 2014; Butler, 2005; Ferleger and Lavallee, 2020).

5.6.2. Constraint F: Ambidexterity
Value capture problems are also reflected in the paucity of capital procured by Black entrepreneurs for ongoing venture-related 
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investments in R&D and innovative new product development, which is a constraint tightly linked with limits to resource access and 
legitimacy. Although quality ventures with strong prospects for high growth typically draw attention from investors, Black entre
preneurs – particularly those who began their journeys creating value through prioritizing offering products or services to meet the 
needs of their communities – are often confronted with an additional challenge: the expectation of being ambidextrous. Organizational 
ambidexterity refers to firms’ prioritizing corporate venturing initiatives while also seeking to achieve increasing returns to scale, with 
the intention to reinvest in innovative activities (Raisch and Birkinshaw, 2008). However, in this context, we refer to ambidexterity as 
a constraint that manifests as the expectation among Black-owned ventures to appeal to both Black and white communities to 
maximize value capture and market share (Bates and Bradford, 2007; Bates et al., 2018). As such, ambidexterity is a constraint that 
exists at the level of the venture.

Ambidexterity – in its traditional sense – is an elusive aim for all firms (Samilaa and Sorenson, 2017), but it is particularly chal
lenging for those that are Black-owned. While limited research exists regarding ambidextrous aims among Black-owned firms, the 
challenges associated with ambidexterity appear to be industry-specific, where the challenges in some industries are more pronounced 
than others. For example, Black-owned home healthcare firms generate only half of the revenue of their non-Black counterparts and, 
although they often established themselves as a trusted presence in Black communities, maximizing value capture requires expansion 
into non-Black communities (McKinsey, 2021). In similar fashion, Black entrepreneurs in the service-sector rely on other critical 
stakeholders to realize the legitimacy necessary to capture value and achieve ambidextrous expectations, while those in the 
manufacturing industry have fared well by comparison, such that Black-owned firms generate nearly $6 million dollars of annual 
revenue on average (McKinsey, 2021).

The uncertainty for Black-owned firms engaged in ambidextrous efforts is exacerbated as they contend with the well-documented 
possibility of consumer bias and race-based discrimination where non-Black consumers opt against doing business with these firms 
(Doleac and Stein, 2013; Price, 2005; Younkin and Kuppuswamy, 2019). This specific form of demand uncertainty emerges at this 
stage as a function of the racialized context of entrepreneurship that overlays the experience of Black entrepreneurs. This constraint, 
which emerges in the earliest stage of the lifecycle, comingles with a lack of access to networks that prevent funding necessary Black- 
owned firms to grow and engage in ambidexterity. Although there have been some success stories in which Black entrepreneurs have 
been able to adopt a non-ambidextrous approach to maximize value capture (i.e., within the health and beauty industries), many of 
those firms – particularly those seeking access to wider markets – are burdened with greater, not lesser, expectations of ambidexterity 
by investors and customers (Boston and Boston, 2007; Rhodes and Butler, 2004; Tyler, 2017).

5.7. Stage 7 - Renewal

5.7.1. Innovation
The inherent competition among entrepreneurial firms at this stage is not only to capture value at a single moment in time but also 

to realize a sustained competitive advantage motivates firms to continuously evolve and adapt through innovation and renewal – 
through new products that enable firms to meet dynamic market demands and through new processes that create increased firm ef
ficiency (Branzei and Vertinsky, 2006; Ireland and Webb, 2007; Lerner et al., 2018). However, the manner in which Black entre
preneurs expand operations and engage in innovative renewal has rarely been studied in the context of BE. One primary reason for this 
trend emanates from the collective journeys of Black entrepreneurs across the business venturing lifecycle that embodies a funnel-like 
experience, where many would-be BEs express interest in entrepreneurship and take action to develop opportunities at the earliest of 
stages, where the top of the funnel is widest. Yet, beyond the resource acquisition stage – which is where the funnel narrows signif
icantly – smaller proportions of BEs matriculate across each successive stage of the lifecycle where it is likely that the fewest number of 
BEs make it to the innovation and renewal stage.

5.7.2. Constraint G: Fatigue
Entrepreneurs who have realized success in their endeavors consistently report that the road traveled was a challenging one as 

countless hours are poured into testing and refining business models, enrolling and managing stakeholders, acquiring financial and 
non-financial resources, and scaling it to capture value over time. Yet, in addition to these efforts that all entrepreneurs have expended 
to make it to this stage, Black entrepreneurs who have matriculated to this stage have also contended with all of the aforementioned, 
multilevel constraints along the way (e.g., Gold, 2018; Santos et al., 2025). In this way, constrained agency likely persists even as Black 
individuals visualize the possibility of founding yet another new venture through the pursuit of either serial or portfolio 
entrepreneurship.8

To visualize this quandary regarding innovation for Black entrepreneurs, we consider the analogy of two individuals running a 
mile: one who has done so in a modern track and field uniform with spikes, and another who has run the race with a weighted vest in 
construction boots. Although both have completed the race, the latter runner may be found bowed over, panting with hands on knees 
due to the effort expended in that race. This depicts the comparative fatigue that Black entrepreneurs likely experience, relative to 
other groups of entrepreneurs, particularly those not subject to this set of multilevel constraints. Resultingly, Black entrepreneurs are at 
risk of opting against serial entrepreneurship due to inherent fatigue associated with the journey that is fraught with multifaceted 

8 Serial entrepreneurship involves exiting one venture – either by closing down a business or transitioning to new leadership, ideally through a 
liquidity event, which allows departing founders to harvest the value that has been created by selling the business – and then starting a new one. 
Portfolio entrepreneurship involves adding new ventures to an expanding portfolio of business interests while retaining control of each.
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constraints. Though entrepreneurs benefit from the experience of navigating the business venturing lifecycle successfully, Black en
trepreneurs, specifically, must contend with multifaceted constraints that counteract benefits associated with learning and experience 
from their current entrepreneurial journey. In all, among Black entrepreneurs, the dynamic surrounding innovation has rarely been 
examined in the study of entrepreneurship. As a result, our ideas represent early thinking regarding the nature of this specific 
constraint for Black entrepreneurs at this stage (e.g., Gold, 2018; Ruef and Grigoryeva, 2018; Santos et al., 2025).

5.8. Summary perspective: BE and the exercise of entrepreneurial agency

As noted from the outset: constrained agency is very different from the absence of agency. The explication of our processual model 
of the Black business venturing lifecycle captures critical nuance that is missing from much of the extant work on BE – nuance that 
helps to identify, understand and explain both considerable success and inexplicably pervasive failures. Successes and failures among 
Black entrepreneurs are both instructive in the context of the lifecycle model. Despite the presence of multifaceted and multilevel 
constraints in which Black entrepreneurs navigate throughout the business venturing lifecycle, there are undeniable instances of those 
who have successfully transcended racialized structures, transforming them in the process through their progressive actions to 
develop, grow, and scale their ventures. This reality underscores a critical premise that should not be misunderstood in the context of a 
constrained agency perspective, namely: that Black entrepreneurs can and do successfully exercise agency at different stages across the 
business venturing lifecycle. However, the ingredients that bring about instances of success among Black entrepreneurs are even more 
poorly understood than challenges and hardships, leading to well-intentioned policy support but with extremely mixed results (Bates 
and Tuck, 2014; Bruton et al., 2023). Thus, we also draw inspiration from extant theory regarding agency to offer early ideas for how 
Black entrepreneurs exercise such agency in the face of constraints that emerge across the lifecycle (Bruton et al., 2023; McMullen 
et al., 2021).

Consistent with extant theories of entrepreneurial agency (e.g. Sarason et al., 2006; Townsend, 2012), we emphasize the extent to 
which individuals exercise agency across the business venturing lifecycle, seeking to transcend structural norms at each stage. This 
reality requires a certain level of “escape velocity.” In a manner analogous to a rocket straining to overcome earth’s gravitational pull, 
Black entrepreneurs who contend with multilevel constraints embedded in social structures of the status quo must generate the 
requisite force to matriculate to subsequent stages of the business venturing lifecycle.

The entrepreneurial journey is fraught with uncertainty, particularly for Black entrepreneurs who navigate multifaceted constraints 
that inherently increase the difficulty in discerning what actions should be taken, how they should be taken, with which stakeholders, 
and when those actions should be taken. Extant theory offers that, for individuals to exercise agency through their entrepreneurial 
actions, one condition that must be present refers to process skill (McMullen et al., 2021). This skill refers to the know-how in 
navigating the stages of the business venturing lifecycle and we believe that it highlights two important mechanisms that are pertinent 
to Black entrepreneurs and the exercise of their agency at each stage of the lifecycle.

First, we contend that mentors are critical for Black entrepreneurs who navigate each stage of the lifecycle but become even more 
vital in the latter stages where fewer numbers of Black entrepreneurs reach relative to earlier stages in the lifecycle. Access to mentors 
is associated with resilience, improved decision-making ability, innovation, and venture performance (Kuratko et al., 2021; Saxton 
et al., 2016). Also critical to the role that mentors play is the reality that mentors possess varying types of knowledge that can be 
transferred to others. Among the roster of potential mentors are Black individuals with their own set of entrepreneurial experience 
wherein they have challenges regarding social structures, requiring a different set of process skills. However, potential mentors may 
also consist of those non-Black entrepreneurs who have not been subject to the same distinct set of constraints which in turn can 
facilitate their aid to Black entrepreneurs, particularly as a mentor or sponsor to help broaden their stakeholder group(s). Combined, 
these possibilities underscore the importance of Black entrepreneurs developing a diverse network of mentors to develop a broad base 
of process skills to exercise agency and matriculate across the business venturing lifecycle.

Second, incubators and accelerators serve as mechanisms whereby process skill can be transferred to all entrepreneurs, including 
those who identify as Black. Engagement with entrepreneurial support organizations such as incubators and accelerators are associated 
with improved innovation performance and venture growth (Cohen et al., 2019; Hausberg and Korreck, 2021). These organizations 
offer critical resources – including mentorship – such as networking opportunities, access to capital, and other critical know-how that 
can aid Black entrepreneurs in navigating constraints at each stage, particular those in latter stages that pertain to legitimacy and 
resource coordination (Pauwels et al., 2016). Additionally, programs offered by these organizations can be instrumental in the 
development of sustainable business models that position Black entrepreneurs for maximum value capture in latter stages of the 
lifecycle.

In sum, we emphasize the importance of access to mentorship and entrepreneurial support organizations such as incubators and 
accelerators as mechanisms that offer escape velocity, helping Black entrepreneurs transcend the multilevel constraints across the 
business venturing lifecycle. However, these and other elements that may comprise escape velocity mechanisms among Black en
trepreneurs are thinly understood and, as a result, we call for an expansion of research in this area that examines how Black entre
preneurs realize structural transformation at different stages across the full arc of the business venturing lifecycle.

6. Discussion

In recent years scholars have begun to examine the obstacles and opportunities uniquely experienced by entrepreneurs from un
derrepresented groups (e.g., Bogan and Darity, 2008; Fairlie and Robb, 2007; Ruef and Grigoryeva, 2018). This research has 
demonstrated the “racialized” nature of entrepreneurship by shedding light on the structural challenges that inhibit the participation 
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and success of disadvantaged individuals and groups over the course of their entrepreneurial journeys (Bakker and McMullen, 2023; 
Bruton et al., 2023). However, insofar as we are aware, this scholarship has yet to articulate the challenges as they emerge across each 
stage of the entrepreneurial lifecycle and the profound effect that these challenges have on growth and survival.

To address this gap, we develop theory regarding constrained agency throughout the entrepreneurship lifecycle – in the form of 
specific constraints at each stage – on an important sub-group of underrepresented entrepreneurs within the U.S.: Black entrepreneurs. 
Given the persistent discrimination that Black individuals have faced within the U.S. – both historically and in contemporary times – 
we believe that an examination of how racialization manifests among this distinct underrepresented group of entrepreneurs across the 
seven stages of the lifecycle (i.e., interest, opportunity recognition/belief, nascent entrepreneurial behavior, resource acquisition, 
resource coordination, value capture, and innovation & renewal) is best explained as an evolving process of stages and constraints 
faced by all underrepresented and disadvantaged entrepreneurs. Resultingly, our framework offers a provocative set of insights 
concerning how racialization manifests for Black entrepreneurs across all stages of the business venturing lifecycle.

6.1. Theoretical contributions

Our paper contributes to the literature on racialized entrepreneurship and entrepreneurial agency in several key ways.

6.1.1. Racialized entrepreneurial contexts
BE research highlights several insights that include but are not limited to disproportional business ownership rates (Koellinger and 

Minniti, 2006; Reuben and Queen, 2015), disparate funding outcomes (Metinko and Teare, 2024; Younkin and Kuppuswamy, 2018), 
and dynamics that offer evidence of discrimination in the business venturing process, when comparative outcomes for white, Asian, 
and Hispanic entrepreneurs are considered relative to their proportional representation of the U.S. population (Neville et al., 2018; 
Ogbolu et al., 2015). Bruton et al.’ (2023) work offers the field of entrepreneurship language that encapsulates the collection of these 
insights which suggest that Black entrepreneurs have for decades navigated a highly “racialized” entrepreneurial context which we 
highlight through our use of a process-based perspective of the entrepreneurial journey to the lived experiences of Black entrepreneurs. 
Such a perspective helps to foster a comprehensive understanding of the seven central constraints – comprised of racialized context, 
entrepreneurial self-efficacy, access, legitimacy, scalability, ambidexterity, and fatigue – that Black entrepreneurs face across the seven 
stages of the business venturing lifecycle. In so doing, we exemplify how each constraint – as a multifaceted and multi-level force – 
materially affects the agency of underrepresented (i.e., Black) entrepreneurs. Thus, our work contributes to explaining how entre
preneurship is racialized, specifically for Black entrepreneurs, in ways that are distinct from other underrepresented groups (Bruton 
et al., 2023).

6.1.2. Black entrepreneurship and constrained entrepreneurial agency
Our work also contributes to research at the nexus of BE and entrepreneurial agency. An increasingly robust theory of entrepre

neurial agency posits an individual-environment nexus in which actor-agents undertake uncertainty-bearing actions to initiate the 
entrepreneurial journey (McMullen et al., 2021; York and Venkataraman, 2010). Although less-attuned to micro-level facets of agent- 
actors, existing research on BE from economics and sociology has reified the extent and manner in which systemic racism exerts 
profound influence upon the actual agency that individuals experience when searching for resources critical to entrepreneurial action 
(Bogan and Darity, 2008).

The experiences of Black entrepreneurs exemplify this duality, illuminating the importance of multi-level analysis that incorporates 
the impact of macro-level contextual factors in shaping the entrepreneurial process (Welter et al., 2019; Welter et al., 2017) as well as 
micro-level perceptual-cognitive (Mitchell et al., 2007), identity-agentic (Bandura, 1977), motivational (Shane et al., 2003), and 
resource-based (Kellermanns et al., 2016) factors. Our work informs how agency is constrained for Black entrepreneurs across the 
business venturing lifecycle through distinct, multilevel, and non-trivial constraints at each stage. Furthermore, consistent with the
ories of entrepreneurial agency, Black entrepreneurs shape and are shaped by the racialized structures in which they find themselves 
embedded. As with all entrepreneurship, Black individuals exercise agency through the formation of beliefs and the subsequent action 
taken to operationalize a perceived opportunity. Given the discriminatory structural environment that places constraints upon the 
agency of Black entrepreneurs, constrained agency is central to the framework we propose, enabling scholars to articulate the Black 
entrepreneurial experience across the complete arc of the business venturing lifecycle. The processual approach we have developed 
invites future conceptual work by opening the door to a theory of “constrained agency” for Black entrepreneurs, thereby contributing 
to a broader understanding of why and how Black entrepreneurial aspirations are so frequently derailed.

6.1.3. Applicability of the process framework
Lastly, more broadly, our work contributes to a deeper understanding of agency and structural constraints; one that may be useful 

to the study of varied underrepresented and/or disadvantaged individuals and groups. We acknowledge an important limitation to the 
generalizability of our theorizing, focusing our work squarely on Black entrepreneurs. The contexts wherein different groups of en
trepreneurs navigate are unique, subject to distinct norms across culture and geography. As such, racialization that impacts other 
populations of entrepreneurs may emerge in other complex ways that differ from Black entrepreneurs. Yet, although the experiences 
and constraints that Black entrepreneurs face are distinct, our work sets the stage for answering Bakker and McMullen’s (2023) call for 
the development of broader theorizing concerning the challenges and opportunities experienced by underrepresented groups in the 
entrepreneurial process. We assert that the lifecycle approach offers a conceptual template to customize theory regarding the expe
riences of other underrepresented groups including, but not limited to, women, immigrants, veterans, and the elderly (Bakker and 

T. Lewis et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                           Journal of Business Venturing 41 (2026) 106547 

16 



McMullen, 2023; De Clercq and Honig, 2011; Garcia et al., 2023). Although these groups share some common elements of disad
vantage in entrepreneurial contexts, applying a lifecycle approach may unearth distinct experiences and challenges with which these 
groups contend. A focus on the distinctive contexts (Baker and Welter, 2018; Welter, 2011) and experiences (Bakker and McMullen, 
2023) of entrepreneurs has significant benefits for scholars, practitioners, and policymakers, but only to the extent that they are useful 
for comprehending and assessing the distinctive constraints.

6.2. Future research opportunities

As the foregoing suggests, future research on BE involves opportunities to apply, integrate, and enhance existing theories from 
organizational and management theory as well as entrepreneurship theory across the business venturing lifecycle.

6.2.1. Theories of motivation and Black entrepreneurship
Expectancy theory explains motivation that informs human behaviors in general (Vroom, 1964), and more specifically, intentions 

to pursue entrepreneurship and to enact specific tasks that comprise the business venturing process at large (Renko et al., 2012). A 
race-neutral conceptualization of expectancy theory purports that expectancy and instrumentality beliefs are generally not impacted 
by structural dynamics associated with race. Yet, prior research suggests that if, for example, Black entrepreneurs seek venture 
funding, they approach such a context with different expectancy beliefs (Neville et al., 2018). Utility maximization refers to in
dividuals’ decisions to act in ways that offer the greatest expected utility, which has roots in both economic perspectives, where utility 
is conceptualized in economic expected return (Barreto, 2013), and in psychology and sociology disciplines (Bygrave and Hofer, 
1992). Regarding BE, we call for a greater conceptualization of “utility” for Black entrepreneurs as their perceptions can encompass, in 
addition to business ownership, legacy building as well as social entrepreneurship with a priority on serving one’s community.

6.2.2. Future research within entrepreneurial lifecycle stages
Future research opportunities abound at each stage of the business venturing lifecycle for Black entrepreneurs. We highlight six 

such opportunities here. First, much work remains to better understand how intersecting identities – in terms of gender, socioeconomic 
background, age, religion, etc. – influence and impact Black entrepreneurs across the entire lifecycle. Second, future work should 
explore the implications of geographic (e.g., urban versus rural) and political (e.g., liberal versus conservative cities, counties, and/or 
states) differences on BEs’ experiences across the lifecycle. Third, specific to earlier stages of the lifecycle (i.e., the opportunity 
recognition and belief stage), future research questions could focus on how nascent Black entrepreneurs measure opportunity “fit” 
from a 3rd-person (i.e. “one might see an opportunity”) to a 1st-person (i.e. “I can see an opportunity”) perspective (McMullen and 
Shepherd, 2006), with the aim of assessing how this impacts opportunity confidence regarding both the evolving judgments about an 
opportunity (Dimov, 2010), and ultimately, entrepreneurial action. Fourth, future research might consider how legitimacy judgments 
are formed by institutions. Judgments of Black entrepreneurs, particularly those rendered by investors or lending institutions, are often 
intertwined with bias but not always. Sometimes an entrepreneur’s credit profile may be objectively insubstantial but the inability to 
disentangle such questions is an opportunity for scholars to further refine our lifecycle model. Fifth, regarding the latter stages of the 
business venturing lifecycle, the escalating impact of technology – and particularly AI adoption among Black entrepreneurs seeking 
venture development and growth – represents a fruitful area for future research on value capture. Finally, the relative paucity of Black 
success stories is endemic to the entire field of entrepreneurship, highlighting the importance of understanding the various roadmaps 
that Black entrepreneurs employ on the road to the final Innovation stage. We refer to Table 2 for a more thorough set of future research 
questions incorporating these themes.

6.3. Implications for practitioners and policymakers

Our work, conceptualizing Black entrepreneurs’ journeys through the business venturing lifecycle, makes clear that the oppor
tunities and constraints that they face vary by stage, and that the successful navigation of one stage does not guarantee successful 
navigation of subsequent stages. Therefore, policymakers must be attentive to the evolving nature of BE throughout the lifecycle. We 
suggest a portfolio approach to policy design (e.g., Gilbert et al., 2004) that addresses the challenges that Black entrepreneurs face 
across the entrepreneurial lifecycle. For example, too much of a focus on resolving barriers to resource acquisition may lead policy
makers to develop policies to alleviate discrimination in the loan process based on the incomplete assumption that access to funding 
alone will yield successful outcomes (Robinson et al., 2007). While access to funding is critically important, our work highlights the 
unique constraints throughout the lifecycle and the need for policy that effectively confronts these constraints to understand and 
mitigate their ‘downstream’ effects on Black entrepreneurs.

Additionally, both formal and informal support networks have proven to be insufficient to mitigate institutionalized discrimination 
that Black entrepreneurs face when seeking even the most basic resources (Blanchflower et al., 2003; Gold, 2018). As a consequence, 
many Black enterprises are seriously under-capitalized (Neville et al., 2018), lacking the cash flow necessary to survive downturns – 
such as those experienced during the Great Recession and Covid-19 pandemic – as well as the resources necessary to capitalize on new 
growth opportunities in times of economic expansion. Public and private-sector initiatives to bolster Black business access to more 
favorable supply chain arrangements would offer protection from the drastic impacts of downside developments while creating op
portunities to expand and grow with up-cycles in the macro-economy. Finally, as the economy continues to be driven increasingly by 
emergent technologies, which can perpetuate existing inequalities, policy efforts to ensure that Black entrepreneurs share in the 
productivity gains and transformative forces accompanying the digital revolution are key to Black businesses successfully scaling and 
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Table 2 
Directions for future research across the business venturing lifecycle.

Across All Phases

• How does the role of rationality in entrepreneurial action vary for Black entrepreneurs?
• How do intersecting identities shape Black entrepreneurs’ journey through the business venturing lifecycle?
• For Black entrepreneurs, what is the link between racial identity and organizational identity? How does this relationship vary when an individual’s identity is 

marginalized?
• To what degree do Black entrepreneurs use business ownership as a mechanism to define or pass on a legacy?
• How does entrepreneurial inaction manifest for Black entrepreneurs across the business venturing lifecycle?
• In what ways might temporality in entrepreneurial action differ for Black entrepreneurs across the business venturing lifecycle and why?
• What are the mechanisms that facilitate the adoption of AI in new venture development and growth throughout the business venturing lifecycle?
• How can entrepreneurial ecosystems bridge cultural divides to increase mentorship for Black entrepreneurs?
• How can policy target each phase of the business venturing lifecycle?
• How do federal, regional, and statewide political climates impact Black entrepreneurs’ ability to respond to policy?

1. Interest Phase

• What role does access to elite institutions (Black institutions) play in facilitating access to entrepreneurial mentors to stimulate entrepreneurial interest among 
potential Black entrepreneurs?

• How have technology platforms (e.g., Kickstarter, Etsy) impacted entrepreneurial interest for Black youth?
• To what degree do nascent Black entrepreneurs share their entrepreneurial interests and ideas with others? What factors impact the type of information shared?

2. Opportunity Recognition/Belief Phase

• How do nascent Black entrepreneurs consider an appropriate “fit” (from a 1st-person perspective) at the nexus of black entrepreneurs’ exploitation of specific 
types of opportunities?

• How do nascent Black entrepreneurs consider the appropriateness of “fit” (from a 3rd-person perspective), which encompasses how others will conceive the fit 
between black entrepreneurs’ exploitation of specific opportunities?

• How does Black entrepreneurs’ assessment of means and ends fit with opportunities impact their evaluation (and potential exploitation) of an opportunity (i.e., 
Lewis and Crabbe, 2024)?

3. Nascent Entrepreneurial Behavior Phase

• How do Black entrepreneurs leverage strong and weak network ties to generate support for their venture efforts? How do structural holes operate for Black 
entrepreneurs?

• What is the role of social class and social class mobility in the development of network ties among Black entrepreneurs?
• How do Black entrepreneurs utilize their networks differently across the business venturing lifecycle?

4. Resource Acquisition Phase

• How do Black entrepreneurs manage their efforts to acquire and maintain both founder and venture legitimacy?
• How and why do Black entrepreneurs leverage white co-founders to counteract discrimination in external investment seeking? What individual- and venture- 

related outcomes emerge?
• What role can entrepreneurial ecosystems (including public policy efforts) play in strengthening the application-preparation-pitch-funding process from angels 

and VCs?
• How do Black entrepreneurs navigate legitimacy across multiple institutions? How do Black entrepreneurs adapt to maintain legitimacy to different stakeholders?

5. Resource Coordination Phase

• Do stakeholders such as potential employees, partners, and investors possess different (lower) expectations of Black entrepreneurs regarding their ability to 
orchestrate resources within their venture effectively (e.g., Snellman and Younkin, 2021)?

• What are the experiences of Black entrepreneurs regarding establishing and maintaining supply chain relationships?
• How do Black entrepreneurs engage in polysemy that supports multiple meanings across different stakeholders to reduce institutional conflict? How do Black 

entrepreneurs achieve optimal distinctiveness straddling various institutional contexts?
• What role does technology and AI play for Black entrepreneurs regarding the growth and scale of their ventures?

6. Value Capture Phase

• Given the evolving “Buy Black” and other related Black consumer movements, how do these movements contribute to increased venture performance?
• What role do expectancy violations play for subsequent consumer spending at Black-owned businesses? Are Black entrepreneurs subject to a higher level of 

expectancy regarding satisfactory service and experiences?
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migrating into next-gen sectors.

6.4. Conclusion

In this study, we draw from the theory of entrepreneurial agency to offer a more robust conceptualization of the Black entrepre
neurship experience across different stages of the business venturing lifecycle, with each stage replete with distinct agentic constraints 
that exist at multiple levels. Our work has implications for policymakers and those institutions who serve to assist Black entrepreneurs 
in the business venturing process. It is our hope to inspire future research efforts that prioritize strategies to help Black entrepreneurs 
succeed in the lifecycle as well as those research agendas that focus on other vitally important subgroups of underrepresented 
entrepreneurs.
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